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“They’re Fiction. They’re Fantasy. They’re fun.”: An Introduction to the Popular 
Romance Novel and its Relationship to Feminism 
The romance genre is a $1 billion dollar industry. Yet, it is consistently dismissed as 
trashy, silly, or lacking substance. Recent scholarly work on romance novels pushes against this 
stereotype, however, arguing that popular romance novels offer valuable content, worthy of 
discussion. My thesis joins this push against the persistent stereotypes and illuminates ways in 
which romance novels do important work as feminist texts. My textual analysis on four romance 
novels—The Flame and the Flower by Kathleen Woodiwiss, Temptation’s Kiss by Sandra 
Brown, Dark Lover by J.R. Ward, and A Princess in Theory by Alyssa Cole—stipulates that 
romance novels are feminist texts to certain degrees. This analysis reveals that the romance 
novels are not mere reactions to feminist discussions; rather they directly engage with and even 
initiate feminist discourse, both in productive and destructive ways.  
A nuanced examination of romance fiction requires a comprehensive understanding of 
the genre’s conventions. According to the Romance Writers of American (RWA), there are “two 
basic elements” that “comprise every romance novel: a central love story and an emotionally 
satisfying and optimistic ending” (“About the Romance Genre”). A romance novel must focus on 
the love story, but there may be other subplots. The romance novel’s conclusion must also be 
satisfying and optimistic with a ‘Happily Ever After,’ or ‘HEA’ (“About the Romance Genre”). 
The primary texts of my thesis all meet these requirements. Also, as in other literary genres, 
“Romance” serves as an umbrella term that encompasses other subgenres including, but not 
limited to, contemporary romance, historical romance, paranormal romance, and more. The 
Flame and the Flower (1972) is a historical romance set in the antebellum South. Temptation’s 
Kiss (1983) is a contemporary romance about a widowed workaholic and her growing attraction 
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to a man she swears she hates. Dark Lover (2005) is a paranormal romance chronicling a 
relationship between a vampire and a half-vampire, half-human. Finally, A Princess in Theory 
(2016) is a contemporary romance between an orphaned scientist and the African Price to whom 
she didn’t know she was betrothed.  
In addition to the genre’s two core conventions, romance has other specific standards 
tropes and rules. Although romance fiction is sometimes mistaken for women’s fiction (“chick-
lit”), the key difference between the two is whether the story results in an HEA. Janice Radway’s 
survey of romance readers shows general agreement that “a happy ending is indispensable” to 
the genre, with slightly over half of respondents marking it as the most important feature of a 
romance novel (66). Reading tastes during the COVID-19 pandemic confirm Radway’s findings 
decades earlier: In association with Bustle, Frolic Media conducted an online survey of 1,000 
romance fans and found that 64% of respondents noted that a “happily ever after” is a “very 
important” quality in the romance books, shows, and movies they consumed. Additionally, 84% 
of respondents were looking for uplifting, feel-good stories (Toglia).  
My work on this thesis aligns with a relatively new and burgeoning field in popular 
romance studies. While the 1970s brought a wave of romance-focused literary criticism—most 
notably Radway’s Reading the Romance—the last 10 to 15 years has seen a resurgence in 
popular romance studies, including a dedicated journal, the Journal of Popular Romance Studies, 
that began in 2010.  Published in 2016, Romance Fiction and American Culture includes essays 
on popular romance fiction from different fields of study. In their chapter of this volume, Sarah 
Lyons and Eric Selinger argue that romance novels of the 1970s—including The Flame and the 
Flower—are “stated within and responding to the same historical moment as foundational 
feminist thinkers” such as Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem. Rather than read romance fiction as 
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sources that align with or support “feminist manifestos of the 1970s,” Lyons and Selinger argue 
that scholars should examine romance fiction as primary sources representative of the “cultural 
conversations of the 1970s about gendered oppression, rape culture and practice, female 
subjectivity, and women’s sexual pleasure” (90).  
While Lyons and Selinger’s analysis speaks specifically to 1970s romance novels, my 
thesis research builds on this analysis to explore how later romance novels can (and should) be 
read as primary feminist texts. Rather than situate myself in one specific decade, such as the 
1970s, my thesis provides an overarching look at the traditionally-published romance genre from 
the 1970s to the 2010s. To uncover themes across these decades, I considered questions such as: 
do the romance novels in my thesis serve a sources of feminist discourse? Are romance novels 
feminist? What makes a novel feminist? Although four texts cannot provide definitive answers to 
these research questions, the patterns that emerge among and across these texts provide valuable 
foundations that suggest preliminary conclusions, which are discussed at length in each chapter 
and consolidated in the conclusion.  
I have long been a romance reader, beginning with YA romance and switching to adult 
romance in college. As a bookseller who frequently distinguishes between romance and 
women’s fiction, I use the happy ending as a marker of how the book should be categorized. In 
both my personal and professional work, I find that women’s fiction focuses more on the 
individual protagonist’s growth, while romance fiction focuses on a couple’s or relationship’s 
growth. An individual’s typical happy ending—a sense of accomplishment, a new start, 
confidence, etc.—looks much different a couple’s typical happy ending—commitment, marriage, 
or children. As expected, all the novels discussed for this thesis fit the latter model.  
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Romance novels also tend to follow a formula that can be subdivided into three distinct 
“acts.” In the first act, the love interests have a meet-cute, flirt, or enter a relationship. By the 
second act, the two begin to fall in love, but they also encounter some minor obstacles that only 
bring them closer together. However, by the end of the second act or beginning of the third act, 
doubts emerge, and the couple have a big argument or break up. To bring the couple back 
together, an external conflict arises that requires the  pair work together and overcome their 
differences; this collaboration leads  both to the external and internal conflicts’ defeat and the 
requisite HEA conclusion.  
When choosing novels for my thesis, I looked for an interesting synopsis that hinted at 
my targeted overarching concepts—gendered power dynamics and discrimination—knowing that 
engaging and relevant stories would only increase my interest in and energy for the project. I 
also looked for texts by authors who were well-established or influential to the romance genre.  
All four books in this thesis generally met these requirements. Since The Flame and the 
Flower is considered the first historical romance novel, ignoring Woodiwiss and her pioneering 
text was not an option. While Temptation’s Kiss was not particularly influential to the genre, 
Sandra Brown published nearly a dozen romance novels in 1983. Additionally, the novel’s 
synopsis mentioned the female protagonist was a young woman and workaholic, hinting there 
would be discussion of the gendered workforce. Ward’s Dark Lover is the first book in an 
ongoing series that gained popularity during the paranormal craze of the mid-2000s. The 
synopsis, focused on a naïve young woman at mercy to an all-male band of vampire hunters, 
suggested potential for substantial attention to issues of gender, power, and consent. Finally, 
Cole’s A Princess in Theory follows a black woman in a STEM field, implanting discussions of 
race, class, and sexism within the novel. Cole herself is regarded as a pioneering romance author, 
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and she currently writes think-pieces on diversity and representation in romance. Thankfully, my 
loose criteria resulted in a bevy of rich material to discuss.  
Each chapter briefly frames each novel in its feminist history to provide a preliminary 
contextualization of the novel, its publication, and the themes I analyze.  Further, I frame these 
feminist discussions in waves—first wave, second wave, and third wave feminisms. I recognize 
that the wave metaphor has its own faults, implying that each “wave” of feminism is a separate 
endeavor than the one before it. I merely use the frame for its recognizability, but I acknowledge 
that feminist work is steadfast, consistent, and genealogical. 1 
As a burgeoning field, secondary texts to support my analysis vary, and both scholarly 
and non-scholarly discussions on popular romance novels and publishing help inform my thesis. 
For instance, scholarly work abounds for The Flame and the Flower, given its influence on the 
historical romance genre and its explicit problematics. However, little to no scholarly work exists 
on Sandra Brown and Temptation’s Kiss, despite Brown’s productivity in the 80s. There is more 
academic discussion on Dark Lover, but much of what I found was in context of the paranormal 
romance subgenre or was a discussion on the entire series. Finally, there were many non-
scholarly articles on A Princess in Theory, and Cole herself has published several think-pieces on 
romance publishing; however, I could not find any scholarly discussions focused solely on the 
novel. Therefore, both scholarly and non-scholarly work helps to contextualize and bolster my 
analysis.   
I would also like to acknowledge that this entire thesis has been researched, drafted, and 
edited during the COVID-19 pandemic. Thankfully, the UNC libraries were quite helpful for 
access. With libraries open for pick up, many texts available in partnership with other 
universities, and free-access journals such as the Journal of Popular Romance Studies were 
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invaluable to my research. Grappling with a pandemic while undertaking the largest research I 
have attempted was surely a challenge. Naturally, because of the limited scope of this project, 
my research will have gaps—ones that I hope other scholars (and myself) continue to fill as 



















1. To read more about the positives and negatives of the wave metaphor and its approach to 
feminist history, I recommend reading Nicholson’s “Feminism in Waves, Useful or 
Not?” which is cited below.  
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“A Revolution in Romance Novel Publishing”: The Flame and the Flower, its 
Shortcomings, and its Influence on the Genre 
Introduction 
 The Flame and the Flower (1972) is esteemed historical romance writer Kathleen 
Woodiwiss’s debut novel and is widely considered the first historical romance novel. Historical 
romance is a subgenre of romance, defined as novels “where the author is consciously setting 
their plot during a period that feels historically distant from the one in which it is published” 
(Kamblé 118). Due to its broad definition, however, historical romance may be considered a 
category, rather than a subgenre of romance; there are multiple subgenres under the umbrella of 
historical romance, including “medieval romance, Regency romance, Viking romance” and more 
(Kamblé 118). The Flame and the Flower is an Antebellum romance novel, set in South 
Carolina.  
 The Flame and the Flower begins in June 1799 and spans at least nine months, following 
two main characters – Heather (the naïve heroine) and Brandon (the sexually-capable and 
roguish hero). At the beginning of the novel, Heather escapes her abusive Aunt Fanny when 
William Court offers to be her protector and patron. However, only 19 pages into the near-500 
page novel, William reveals that he intends to sell Heather into prostitution, and then attempts to 
rape her. In defense, she mortally wounds William. Fearing that she will be arrested for murder, 
Heather flees the scene and heads toward the seaport. There, two sailors abduct her and take her 
to their captain, the American merchant Brandon, who mistakes Heather for a prostitute and 
rapes her multiple times. Brandon vows to keep her captive, but she escapes and makes her way 
back to her aunt’s household. Heather soon realizes, though, that she is pregnant and thus forced 
to marry Brandon, who takes her back to his estate in the American South. In South Carolina, 
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Heather contends with Brandon’s surly demeanor, romantic rivals, culture shocks, and multiple 
male antagonists—all while pregnant or shortly postpartum. Yet, the novel ends with a 
seemingly perfect domestic portrait: Heather and Brandon happily married with a healthy son, 
Beau. This happiness, however, is a just veneer to hide the narrative’s sinister themes of rape, 
objectification, ableism, fatphobia, and romanticization of slavery. As the first historical romance 
novel, these sinister themes continue throughout the genre. Such themes, like “brutal heroes, the 
obsession with virginity, and rape,” became “cornerstones of romance,” and only visibly 
changed by “the late 1980s and early ‘90s” (Wendell 21).  
While multitudinous in its faults, The Flame and the Flower is a watershed moment in 
romance publishing, popularizing a genre now worth $1 billion (Kamblé 1). The Flame and the 
Flower was Woodiwiss’ debut novel, and it changed romance publishing as we know it. The 
Flame and the Flower marked a “significant shift” in the romance fiction and began a 
“revolution in romance novel publishing” (Kamblé 121). The novel is considered the first 
example of the historical romance as we think of it today; many of its tropes, plots, and 
characters have been replicated in other romance novels. The most significant of these tropes 
include the naive heroine, a sexually experienced hero, and an external conflict in the late third 
act that forces resolution between the two leads.   
 At the time of The Flame and the Flower’s publication and at the height of its popularity, 
feminism was undergoing its second wave, which generally focused on women’s rights to 
education, work, and equal pay. Additionally, traditional representations and gender roles were 




 The historical context The Flame and the Flower must be considered, as well. Two years 
after The Flame and the Flower’s publication, Susan Brownmiller published Against Out Will: 
Men, Women and Rape. The book was one of the first to “define rape as a political problem” and 
was part of a “larger effort by feminists to change both laws and public attitudes” on rape, 
hoping to “transform a culture that undervalued women’s bodily autonomy” (Cohen). In her 
book, Brownmiller worked to rupture stereotypes of rape. Brownmiller argued the “typical 
American rapist might be the boy next door,” rather than the characterization of a “weirdo, 
psycho schizophrenic beset by timidity, sexual deprivation, and a domineering wife or mother” 
(375-9). Additionally, Brownmiller argued that rape was an upheld tradition; in which rapists 
“operated in pairs or groups” disrupting the myth that “the rapist is a secretive, solitary offender” 
(389). In the United States alone, there was at least 255,000 rapes and attempted rapes in 1973, 
one year after The Flame and the Flower was published. Rape, sexual assault, and the threat of 
each are prominent themes in The Flame and the Flower, but the novel presents rape as a 
stranger-perpetrated crime that can be excused through a redemption arc.    
 Published six years before The Flame and the Flower, Barbara Welter wrote on the 
conception of femininity in the early to mid-19th century, named The Cult of True Womanhood. 
While this formative text focused on the ideals of femininity between 1820 and 1860, its 
definition aptly describes the ideal femininity in The Flame and the Flower, which occurs in 
1799. Welter argues that the Cult of True Womanhood upheld “piety, purity, submissiveness and 
domesticity” as the “four cardinal virtues” of womanhood, coalescing in a respected and 
powerful “mother, daughter, sister, wife—woman” (152). As discussed throughout this chapter, 
Heather perfectly fits into these expectations of womanhood to certain degrees. The only mark 
against Heather, according to The Cult of True Womanhood, is that she did not “maintain [her] 
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virtue” as men like Brandon, “being by nature more sensual,” rapes her (155). However, this 
designation as a “fallen woman,” is then rectified through Heather’s marriage to Brandon her 
role as a “passive, submissive” wife, caretaker, and mother (154-9). Shown through textual 
analysis, The Cult of True Womanhood is not disrupted, but rather upheld, by Woodiwiss’ novel, 
indicating that to be happy, women must ascribe to said cardinal values.   
Fledglings of these concerns are present in The Flame and the Flower, but they are 
certainly more obvious in other texts, such as Sandra Brown’s Temptation’s Kiss, discussed next 
chapter. Second wave feminism also began to “take romance seriously” in hopes of recovering 
lost aspects of women’s history (Kamblé 6). Thus began a new wave of feminist critique on the 
romance genre, most notably Janice Radway’s ethnographic study, Reading the Romance: 
Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature.    
 Radway’s Reading the Romance is a foundational text in popular romance studies and 
continues to be regularly cited in scholarship. Published in 1984, Radway’s book is based on 
interviews conducted in 1980 and 1981 with the “Smithton readers.” Her principal source, 
Dorothy Evans, was a local bookseller; many of the Smithton readers went to Dorothy for her 
recommendations and expertise on the genre. Radway found that Kathleen Woodiwiss was “the 
writer they hold in highest esteem,” and The Flame and the Flower was the overall favorite of 
the group (121). Susan Elizabeth Phillips discusses the appeal of The Flame and the Flower, 
despite its “rather violent sex acts on the heroines” and the “politically correct” era of its 
publication (Phillips 53). Phillips argues that even as one of the “most outspoken feminists” in 
her neighborhood, she loved Kathleen Woodiwiss novels because the novel presented a “fantasy 
of female empowerment” in which everything “turn[s] out all right” (55-6). This female 
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empowerment fantasy—combined with its escapism, another appeal to The Flame and the 
Flower (54)—made Woodiwiss’s novel influential and central to historical romance.  
Romance readers loved The Flame and the Flower upon its publication, and it became 
the ground zero of historical romance. The novel led the publishing industry to push for more 
attention to female audience. While the 1970s saw a “feminist publishing ecosystem” 
established, with print media establishing itself as “one of the most powerful vehicles” to move 
beyond boundaries and inaugurate “feminist agendas,” these feminist publishers were small and 
struggled to reach the mass audience of traditional publishers (Onosaka 25-27). Traditional 
publishing found more commercial success with women-centered stories. Specifically, Harper 
Avon sold 2.3 million copies of The Flame and the Flower within four years; this was an 
exceptionally high number for the 1970s publishing industry (Kamblé 121). The Flame and the 
Flower’s continued commercial success speaks to a larger market of women readers, one 
successfully capitalized by the romance genre, which is still “the most woman-centered form of 
popular culture in the western world today” (Kamblé 1).  
 Because of both its content and its length, The Flame and the Flower offers a bevy of 
discussion points, among the most important of which are those that I will focus on here: rape 
and sexual assault, the male gaze, fatphobia, the romanticization of slavery, voicing female 
desire, and power through influence. While key scenes and patterns will be discussed, these 
discussions will not comprehensively address every example of such theme. The Flame and the 
Flower will not necessarily prove or elucidate feminist theory. Rather, the text itself shows 
which gendered matters were or were not considered upon publication.  
When reading The Flame and the Flower as an individual text, the novel is not feminist 
at all. A feminist reading, however, provides insight to the novel and what it communicates about 
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romance. Woodiwiss regularly includes rape and sexual assault, stripping the protagonist of her 
agency throughout the novel. While this may be historically accurate, Woodiwiss ultimately fails 
at including these themes to show women’s historically inferior position. Instead, the novel is 
generally degrading towards Heather and the other women. Though there are fledglings of 
feminist themes, these are ultimately eclipsed by the rape, sexual assault, objectification, 
fatphobia, and romanticization of slavery throughout the novel. However, it is important to 
remember that The Flame and The Flower revolutionized the romance genre, showing there was 
a commercially viable space for women writers and readers in publishing.   
Rape, Sexual Assault, and Romance 
Despite the genre’s feminist roots and aspirations, rape was heavily featured in 1970s and 
1980s romance novels, The Flame and the Flower included. As Sarah Wendell and Candy Tan 
point out, rape was “ubiquitous in romance novels from the early ‘70s and the mid-‘80s,” with 
the heroine being “lucky” if she were only raped once (Wendell 137).  
Since The Flame and the Flower became the prototype historical romance, it set the rule 
of including rape within the genre’s narratives. Heather is initially raped by Brandon in the first 
chapter, when she is mistaken for a prostitute. Realizing his intentions, Heather sees “herself as if 
outside her body” and begins to fight against Brandon, “struggling weakly,” pushing against him 
“in vain,” telling him “No!” and to leave her alone. Despite her protests—both physically and 
verbally—Brandon assumes her resistance is just a “game well played” and rapes her. Heather 
feels “burning pain” upon penetration, and Brandon reacts with “astonishment,” realizing that 
she is a virgin and thus not, in fact, a prostitute. Despite this revelation, Brandon continues to 
rape her and is “unable to contain himself” although Heather is “lay[ing] unresponsive” (28-30). 
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Brandon rapes Heather two more times within ten pages,  despite Heather telling him “No” and 
“fight[ing] in earnest” (29-35).  
Brandon’s rape is extremely brutal, and he never stops to consider if Heather’s physical 
and verbal rejections are genuine. Brandon is a brute, taking pleasure without consideration to 
others. By the end of the novel, however, Brandon is a kind husband who cares for Heather. 
Though a rape scene seems counter-intuitive for a romance novel, it also provides a clear 
contrast; his relationship with Heather has made him a better person, making the romance 
worthwhile. Brandon is effectively “tamed by our heroine,” a catalyst integral to making the 
“empowering fantasy” work, according to Phillips (56). However, this also strips Heather of any 
agency; she becomes a mere tool for Brandon’s character development.  
While Brandon does not rape Heather again, a low bar to establish his decency as a 
husband, the threat of rape lingers. Shortly after her marriage to Brandon, for example, Heather 
proclaims that she “detests” Brandon, to which he responds, “I can stop your screams quite 
easily” and gives her a “quick, silencing, bone-breaking squeeze.” While he does not distinctly 
tell Heather that he will rape her, the novel tells us there is “no question to his desires” (112). 
Heather also shakes “uncontrollably” after the episode, a reaction that recalls the earlier rape 
scene during which she felt “outside her body” (28). This visceral reaction from Heather shows 
that her trauma is not confined to time, but rather bleeds into her interactions with Brandon. Both 
episodes strip Heather of her bodily autonomy, as she re-lives the trauma of her past rape.         
Brandon continues to threaten Heather with rape, even after the birth of their child, who 
was conceived during their initial sexual encounters. While Heather gained social capital by 
marrying Brandon and becoming well-respected in their community, Brandon’s ongoing sexual 
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harassment and threats of sexual violence eliminate any agency Heather has in their sexual 
relationship. Brandon tells Heather: 
So the games are over and the act is done and I am a man and I will have my due. For 
almost a year I’ve been without a woman to ease my needs. No other have I had since I 
touched your virgin body that night, many nights ago. I’ll tell you true it hasn’t been easy 
keeping my hands off you. But no more will I play the monk. It was not my intention to 
take you again by force. I do not choose that relationship, but I must if I will, for I cannot 
go on living under the same room with you and never finding my pleasure in your body. 
So my mind is made. I’m going to have you and not only tonight. You may resign 
yourself to the fact that we will be sharing a bed from now on and that our relationship 
will be very…intimate. (389) 
This threat of rape shifts fault from Brandon onto Heather. First, by describing Heather not 
having sex with him as a “game” and an “act,” her desire to not have sex is dismissed as a ruse to 
tempt Brandon. Therefore, the sexual pathology is transferred from Brandon onto Heather, 
allowing the culpability for the rape and sexual harassment to fall on the victim, rather than the 
predator; Heather brings about her own abuse by fraying Brandon’s patience with her supposed 
immaturity and insensitive resistance. Brandon describes himself as a “monk,” implying that he 
has been re-virginized due to his lack of sex; Heather’s behavior has emasculated him. This 
places Brandon as a victim, once again shifting culpability onto Heather. So, again, she loses her 
autonomy. No matter how she resists sex—passive avoidance or active physical/verbal 
resistance—she will nevertheless be forced into it. Brandon’s focus on “finding [his] pleasure in 
[Heather’s] body” shows he has no interest in her emotional needs nor the prospect of her finding 
pleasure in sex.  
Eccles 16 
 
Despite Brandon’s violence and harassment, the novel positions him as Heather’s love 
interest, particularly in the second half of the novel. After arriving at Brandon’s estate, Heather 
and Brandon’s relationship shifts from distant to intimate. When Brandon gifts Heather a brooch, 
she looks at him with a “soft, warm glow” in her eyes, “which his touch had kindled,” resulting 
in an “old trembling possess[ing] her” and her “heart pound[ing] as he lifted her chin” (289). 
Heather also “smile[s] sweetly” and “lean[s] against [Brandon] lightly” upon his return home 
from a trip, “warmed by her new found love for him.” She even resorts to play “branding” him 
by writing their initials on his back while she bathes him (315-318). These scenes show that 
Heather is attracted to Brandon and feels a sense of ownership over him, despite their tumultuous 
beginnings. Heather instigates physical contact and feels attraction towards him, a marked shift 
from her fear and dissociation from earlier in the novel. No longer a threat, Brandon even 
becomes a savior. Heather declares that Brandon “snatched [her] away from a nightmare and 
gave [her] joy” (412). Brandon is now her liberator, absolved of his past sins. For Heather, the 
ends—a happy marriage with Brandon and a healthy son—justify Brandon’s means, and her 
sexual longing for him transforms him into a romantic hero. This transformation differentiates 
Brandon from the other sexual predators of the novel, who are not allowed such rebranding.  
Indeed, the novel seems to abound with antagonists and secondary characters who 
threaten and/or assault. Heather is sexually assaulted by her “guardian” William Court, groped 
by Mr. Bartlett, petted without consent by Matthew Bishop, and is non-consensually kissed by 
her brother-in-law, Jeff.  Then, in the third act, Mr. Hint rapes and kills at least two women—
Louisa and Sybil—and attempts to do the same to Heather. Louisa and Sybil’s rapes and murders 
proves that Heather is not the only victim of sexual assault, and the continued assaults against 
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Heather show that Brandon is not the only perpetrator. Rather, sexual violence is an overarching 
theme throughout the novel and is a threat for all female characters in The Flame and the Flower.  
The last chapter of the novel—Heather and Brandon’s “happily ever after”—seemingly 
excuses all of Brandon’s behaviors, correlating sexual assault with love. Even as Heather and 
Brandon reminisce over their relationship and recall the violence of their first encounter, the 
gravity of the trauma is stifled by an attempt at humor, Brandon proclaims that Hint, who died, 
“got what he deserved for trying to rape [Heather].” Heather notes Brandon’s hypocrisy, pointing 
out “You were the one who raped me. What were your just desserts?” to which he responds, “I 
received my just rewards when I had to marry a cocky wench like you” (480). Brandon still does 
not have the self-awareness to understand why raping Heather was wrong. Rather than discuss 
Brandon’s hypocrisy further, the pair changes conversation topics and ends the night “grinning 
broadly,” confirmed in their love. This happy ending undermines Heather’s physical and 
emotional trauma; for half the novel, Heather feared her husband and did not want to be in alone 
in a room with him, but this happy ending presents rape as an excusable action if it is committed 
by the “right” person and the “right” victim —Brandon, a now committed/loving man and 
Heather, a moral/naïve girl.  While these scenes show Heather gaining sexual power in her 
relationship with Brandon, they also obfuscate the trauma of her rape and allow the novel to 
transform her rapist, Brandon, not only into a reformed man, but also into the perfect match for 
Heather. 
Notably, despite the many examples of sexual assault and rape within The Flame and the 
Flower, black women’s sexual safety is never explicitly discussed. Despite the novel occurring at 
the turn of the 19th century and in Charleston, South Carolina, there is no full-length discussion 
nor acknowledgement of the heightened danger of sexual assault black women experienced. This 
Eccles 18 
 
exclusion ignores the rapes of enslaved and freed black women from slaveholder and white men. 
This narrative marginalization otherizes black women, putting them in a separate category from 
white women, despite shared experiences of sexual assault and rape. This raced depiction of 
sexual assault romanticizes slavery, a theme I will discuss later in this chapter. 
Male Gaze and Objectification  
The copious instances of sexual harassment and assault in The Flame and the Flower 
position women’s bodies as disposable objects for men’s pleasure, and the novel’s application of 
the male gaze underscores this theme. Pioneering Women’s Studies and Film Studies theorist 
Laura Mulvey defines “the male gaze” as an imbalance between the active male audience and the 
passive female figure, in which women are “simultaneously looked at and displayed” as a 
“sexual object” for the male spectator, resulting in the dichotomy between “active/male and 
passive/female” (436). The woman is objectified, functioning as an “erotic object” for both the 
characters within the narrative and for the spectator (or reader). While Mulvey’s initial theory 
focused on cinema, the same principles apply to literary works such as The Flame and the 
Flower, in which women’s bodies are foregrounded for sexual objectification.   
One of the most explicit examples of Heather’s sexual objectification occurs when she is 
being fitted for clothes by Madame Fountaineau in front of Brandon. The dressmaker remarks 
that Heather will “never go long without a child of [Brandon’s] making” and that “He will use 
her well,” implying that Heather’s sole purpose is to procreate; she is a passive object. Madame 
proceeds to comment inappropriately on Heather’s body—“full breasts, the slender waist to fit a 
man’s hands, and the hips and legs”—that Heather feels like a “slave being sold to a man…for 
the purpose of giving him pleasure” (157). Heather’s internal monologue of feeling like nothing 
but a sexual object for a man’s pleasure falls into the passive female/active male Mulvey 
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theorizes. While this commentary is from a woman, it is for the pleasure of an active male gaze – 
Brandon’s. Throughout the scene, he makes final decisions on Heather’s wardrobe, fragmenting 
her body into an object for his visual pleasure. Additionally, the scene presents Heather as an 
enslaved woman, disempowered. However, in scenes of slavery later in the novel, this 
disempowerment is never remarked upon; Woodiwiss appropriates the horrors of slavery and 
applies them to Heather’s position, but also dismisses them when they arise in the novel. Thus, a 
white woman’s metaphorical feeling of slavery is given more importance and dignity than black 
women’s literal experiences as slaves within the novel. This romanticization (and dismissal) of 
slavery is further discussed later in the chapter.  
Heather is meant to feel degraded in the aforementioned scene, but similar perusals of her 
body occur throughout the narrative without the same discomfort from Heather. When Brandon 
objectifies Heather, his sexualization is written as proof of his love. This is a clear distinction 
from when other characters do the same, in which their objectivity is a marker of their 
antagonism. Brandon stands “frozen” after Heather’s gown “feel away from her bosom and 
presented every detail of those lovely, round breasts” when lifting her onto a horse (358). 
Brandon’s “heart thudded heavily within his chest,” but his objectification and fragmentation of 
Heather—in which her breasts become his sole focus—is instead an example of his “intense 
desire for his wife” that he is able to restrain, rather than a marker of antagonism. Contrastingly, 
when Matthew Bishop “lowers his gaze to [Heather’s] bosom,” his gaze becomes devouring and 
leering (373-4). Bishop’s sexual objectification escalates to assault, as he “busily” makes 
“petting attempts” while dancing with Heather (382). Though both men objectify Heather 
similarly—staring at her exposed cleavage—Brandon’s gaze is proof of his restraint, whereas 
Bishop’s is proof of his immorality. Once again, this writing places Brandon as the exception to 
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the standards Woodiwiss sets for all her other characters, acquitting him of his faults to promote 
him as the ideal love interest.  
Fatphobia 
According to Esther Rothblum and Sondra Solovay, “Every major industry and 
institution has some level of monetary stake in perpetuating weight-based stereotypes, prejudice, 
and discrimination,” and publishing is not exempt from said discrimination (xxi). Kathleen 
Woodiwiss perpetuates weight-based stereotypes in her novel, as every major antagonist of the 
novel are described as grotesquely large. Fanny Simmons, Heather’s abusive aunt,” has a “pudgy 
face…with heavy jowls” and a “protruding underlip which was constantly wet with saliva” (9). 
William, who tries to sell Heather as a prostitute, has a “ruddy face” who uses his “obesity” to 
force Heather “backward until it felt as if her back would break” (21-2). Thomas, who attempts 
to rape and kill Heather in the third act, is not explicitly fat. However, his body is “misshapened”  
(435) and has a “drooling mouth” (440), much like Fanny. While Thomas’ weight is never 
explicitly discussed, all of three antagonists’ bodies are deemed deviant.  Woodiwiss works in a 
larger history of fatphobia in literature; happy fat characters are not commonly found in 
literature. Instead, fat characters as they “are often defined as suffering from psychological 
problems” (239). Woodiwiss does the same with Fanny, William, and Thomas, using their 
deviant bodies as a signifier of their immorality. Extremely thin bodies, however, are 
applauded—seen most explicitly in the comparison between Heather and Louisa.   
Rothblum and Solovay argue that media representations of fat women “suggests to the 
audience how females should look and act if they wish to be viewed positively. Females who 
stray will be stigmatized, scorned, and constantly pressured and coerced to adhere to specific 
body expectations” (295). Though this argument was applied to television representations of fat 
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women, it can also be applied to The Flame and the Flower. A hierarchy is established 
throughout the novel, placing Heather as superior to her romantic rival, Louisa. Though they 
different on many accounts, a key difference is their weight. Heather’s slim stature is 
complimented throughout the novel, and is a source of jealousy for Louisa, who has a more 
robust figure. While Louisa’s firm figure has faded with her “broadening hips” and “less than 
firm breasts” (444), Heather maintains her size even after childbirth, which “had not depreciated 
her figure nor marred the silken flesh” (365). When Louisa remarks on Heather’s size during 
pregnancy, Brandon strikes down her jeer, replying “I’ve lifted heavier women in my life, 
Louisa, including you. I’d say my wife has yet to gain before she matches your weight” (341). 
These descriptions create a hierarchy, in which Heather’s weight (or lack thereof) is applauded, 
and Louisa’s body is derided for her more womanly, curvy stature and signs of aging. Of course, 
this might be because Heather is 18, and Louisa is not (17). Nevertheless, Heather’s slimness is 
used to show Heather’s superiority. Woodiwiss positions Heather’s near-impossible figure—
which Louisa calls “dreadfully small” (430)— as the beauty ideal, and Louisa as a woman who 
strays from such expectations. Ironically, Louisa is not actually a fat or overweight woman; she 
is just not as thin (read: pretty) as Heather. Much like the antagonists of the novel, Louisa’s 
heavier weight is used to prove her inferiority to Heather, relegating her to an undesirable and 
villainous woman.  
Romanticization of Slavery 
Though not as omni-present within the novel, The Flame and the Flower also 
romanticizes the slavery system, displaying Brandon’s estate—Harthaven—as a picturesque land 
full of laughter, frivolity, and friendship. Upon Heather and Brandon’s arrival from England,  
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Footsteps pounded through the house coming toward the front. Children began to filter 
out from every crack and from behind every bush until more than a score stood goggling 
at the carriage. The front door flew open and a more than ample Negress [Hatti] strolled 
onto the porch, wiping her hands on her apron…The woman cackled gleefully and rushed 
to meet [Brandon], arms held wide, and Brandon swept her into a hearty embrace, 
squeezing her tightly as he laughed. (252-253) 
This scene positions Harthaven, a Southern slave plantation, as a place of joy. Hatti “cackled 
gleefully” and rushes to embrace Brandon, her slave master. Hatti’s joyful and diligent approach 
to her homemaker role as an enslaved woman fulfills the Mammy caricature of slavery, further 
romanticizing slavery. There is also a “whole chorus of giggles” from younger enslaved children 
(252). This description does not allude to any injustices. Instead, the scene positions Brandon as 
a good man; he regards his slaves with love, proof he will treat Heather, his wife and property, 
similarly. The novel does nothing to speak on the injustices of slavery, rather affirming 
Harthaven as a delightful estate. By Woodiwiss explicitly writing the slave plantation as a place 
of peace and family, she undermines the immediate and generational trauma of slavery.  
 There are scant mentions of the horrors of slavery, but the most explicit occurs when 
Heather, Brandon, Jeff, Hatti, and others begin fixing up an old house that resides on Brandon’s 
estate. The group begins renovating the house for the Websters, new hires of Brandon’s. Jeff 
offhandedly mentioned that Bartlett, the previous owner, is a “damned gutter rat” who made “use 
of his female slaves in [the] beds” and  that “the poor souls were covered with vermin,” implying 
the Bartlett raped and killed female slaves in his office (321). Instead of the narrative paying 
longer attention to the horrors occurred at the house at the hands of a wealthy white man, 
Brandon simply responds “That’s why we’re going…with some help and see to its cleaning,” 
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effectively ending the conversation (321). By pivoting the conversation, Woodiwiss effectively 
distances her core characters away from the tortures of slavery. While Bartlett might have 
committed rape and murder without any fault, Brandon, Jeff, and Heather figuratively and 
literally wipe this history away by changing the conversation topic and erasing any evidence of 
Bartlett’s crimes.  
Further into the scene, there is another instance of sexual assault. Unlike the other scenes 
discussed, this assault is raced. When left alone at the house, Heather is assaulted by Mr. Bartlett, 
who comes “from behind” and “crudely clap[s] between [Heather’s] buttocks” and proclaims 
that her “master is going to do a little sharing whether he wants to or not” (328). Bartlett 
assumed Heather was a slave when approaching from her behind, using his power as a white 
man—both gender and race signify his status—against a supposed black woman, inferior in both 
race and gender. When Bartlett realizes that Heather is white and the mistress of the estate, he 
immediately stops his advances, showing how white women, too, are superior in comparison to 
black women. While Heather’s race and class protects her from Bartlett’s advances, it also 
proves the opposite; enslaved black women have no protection against the advances of a white 
man.   
Despite being set in antebellum South Carolina, the novel largely ignores the slavery 
system. When the narrative does gesture to its horrors, Heather is the victim—assaulted by 
Bartlett and earlier when she felt like a “slave being sold to a man” at Madame Fountaineau’s 
dress shop (157). Aside from the unnamed female slaves that Bartlett raped, Heather is the 
victim of the slavery system, feeling degraded and assaulted. The narrative centers a white 
woman’s experience in the slave system, and does not aim to delve into its injustices against 
enslaved black women and men, despite several named slaves—Hatti, Lulu, and Mary—being 
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characters in the novel. Instead, their experiences as enslaved black women are never pondered, 
further erasing the horrors of slavery. Rather, Heather’s victimhood is centered, marginalizing 
black people’s experiences. This dismissal of slavery and racism within the novel communicates 
that readers should do the same, a dangerous implication given the racially prejudiced and highly 
commercialized trials against activists like Bobby Seale and Assata Shakur from the late ‘60s 
and throughout the ‘70s.  
Power Through Influence 
 The largely demeaning way women are treated throughout this novel align with the 
inferior social position women had during the 1800s in England and the United States. White 
women were still more than one hundred years away from getting the vote, and the principle of 
coverture—in which a women’s rights were subsumed by her husband upon marriage—was the 
norm of late 18th century England and the United States. Historical accuracy is an important 
consideration for romance readers, which is reflected in Woodiwiss’ novel. Rather than empower 
women through historically inaccurate means—such as divorce—Woodiwiss shows women’s 
power in a less blatant way—through their influence over men, resulting in a tradition of 
matriarchal power.  
 Unlike the other novels of this thesis, the last scene of The Flame and the Flower does 
not focus on the protagonist’s happily ever after. Rather, the last scene depicts Heather, alone, 
looking at a portrait of Brandon’s mother. This scene signifies Heather gaining the same 
influential power Brandon’s mother had over her husband. This focus on matriarchal power at 
the end of the novel undermines the romance, emphasizing Heather’s power in her relationship 
and positioning her as an extension of Brandon’s mother. Woodiwiss writes,  
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They shared a secret, these two Birmingham women, which their men would never know. 
To the world they seemed frail and in need of protection, but their love gave them greater 
strength and courage than was believable. From the grave their influence still shaped 
events. (484) 
With this final paragraph, Woodiwiss expands her definition of power. The Birmingham women 
provide “greater strength and courage,” influencing their more physically aggressive spouses. 
Given the historical circumstances, Heather and Catherine do not have the social or political 
power afforded to women today. Rather, Heather and Catherine work within the more confined 
social rules, using their proximity to their powerful husbands to exert power. Heather is a highly 
influential force over both Brandon and her family. While Brandon has more power in the public 
sphere, Heather controls their private sphere. However, this power is contingent on a man; 
Heather would not have this influence if not for Brandon’s adherence to masculine standards of 
physically capable, economically secure, and domineering.  
Conclusion  
 The Flame and the Flower introduces a bevy of topics that feminist scholars have 
discussed and continue to do so, and this chapter is not a comprehensive discussion. Out of time 
and length considerations, the following topics were not discussed: ownership/possession, 
ableism, and hegemonic masculinity. In comparison with the other texts on this thesis, there is a 
wealth of scholarly work on The Flame and the Flower. However, further work is required to fill 
in the gaps.   
 In order to discuss romance novels and ascertain whether they can be read as feminist 
texts, scholars and readers must not ignore the foundational texts of the modern romance genre, 
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including The Flame and the Flower. Its faults in sexism, racism, and more are markers of 
ingrained discrimination within the genre, but also serve as a means of measuring change. The 
last novel discussed in this thesis, Alyssa Cole’s 2016 novel A Princess in Theory, is leagues 
more feminist and intersectional than The Flame and the Flower. Though not without its faults, 
when determining whether romance is feminist, we must also consider how far the genre has 
progressed within the last fifty years. Romance is not a stagnant genre, but rather responds to 
criticism and reflects the more mainstream feminism of its time. None of the novels discussed 
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“Fun to Read, Fun to Dissect and Discuss”: Temptation’s Kiss and its Failure to Realize its 
Feminist Potential  
Introduction 
 Unlike The Flame and the Flower, Temptation’s Kiss is a contemporary romance, “a plot 
set in the writer’s own time” (Kamblé 2). Originally published in 1983, the novel also is set 
during that year. In a reader note of the 1998 printing, Brown writes that the novel “reflects the 
trends and attitudes that were popular at the time” but that “themes are eternal and universal” 
(Brown i). While The Flame and the Flower was Woodiwiss’s first romance novel and was 
pioneering for the genre, Temptation’s Kiss is the work of an experienced author in a well-
established genre. Brown is now most well-known for her thrillers, but she was a prolific author 
in the 1980s and 1990s, publishing at least 40 romance novels. At the time of Temptation’s 
Kiss’s publication, Brown was already a well-established romance novelist, but she had been 
writing under three different pseudonyms: Rachel Ryan, Laura Jordan, and Erin St. Claire. 
Temptation’s Kiss is the fourth romance novel published under Sandra Brown.  
 Temptation’s Kiss is a short novel (229 pages) with a relatively simple plot. Megan 
Lambert is a career woman, narrowly focused on her high-pressure job as a sales manager for a 
radio station. Megan has closed herself off to love after the death of her husband, James. Her 
monotonous life is disrupted, though, when she must work with Josh Bennett, James’ prior boss 
and the man she blames for his death. Both Josh and Megan must advise Terry, a mutual client, 
on marketing strategies for his new resort. To do so, Josh and Megan visit the Hilton Head resort 
with Terry and other colleagues. Throughout the novel, Josh pushes Megan’s boundaries and 
challenges her choices, reigniting her sexual passions, which were unfulfilled in her marriage.   
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 Along with and following the second wave of feminism, there was a push towards 
conservatism and away from feminism. According to Donald Critchlow, “liberalism was 
perceived to be a failure” by the late twentieth century as “more Americans called themselves 
conservatives” than liberals (1). A key activist for conversative and family values was grassroots 
organizer and anti-feminist, Phyllis Schlafly, who worked throughout the 1970s and 1980s to 
stop the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) from ratification. Schlafly’s ability to mobilize 
grassroots conservatives on family values coexisted with the antiabortion movement, which 
“became a juggernaut on the grassroots level in a direct counter-assault against the feminists” 
(264). With the election of Ronald Reagan as president in 1980, the feminist movement was 
deemed defeated by some (266), which was only further legitimated by the ERA failing its 
ratification process in 1983. However, this cultural resurgence of “family values” does not mean 
feminism was not doing important and revolutionary work in the 1980s.   
The second wave of feminism peaked in the 1970s, and third wave feminism was most 
active in the 1990s. However, feminist activism was still ongoing during the 1980s; feminism is 
certainly one of the “epistemological dialogues and movements” that is “seldom linear,” with no 
definitive start and end dates (Leavy and Harris 20). Feminist efforts in the 1980s, much like in 
the decade before it, focused on the right to work and expanded representations of women (21). 
Second-wave feminism also challenged and resisted traditional white feminism, which 
marginalized women of color and ignored the intersections among gender, sexuality, and race. 
So, by the “mid-1980s, feminism was expanding beyond the hegemonic issues of White 
Western” women to include women of color and queer women (Leavy and Harris 25). Gloria 
Anzauldúa and Cherríe Moraga published their famous feminist anthology This Bridge Called 
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My Back in 1981, and the second edition was published in 1983, which suggests the 1980s were 
a time for growth and the inclusion for queer women of color.   
 Although Temptation’s Kiss debuted in the same year as the second edition of Anzauldúa 
and Moraga’s anthology, Brown’s novel does not wholly align with its feminist theory. Rather, 
the novel’s core focus is on Megan Lambert’a happily-ever-after and sexual liberation. 
Additionally, the novel reiterates that Megan is a pure woman with marriage in mind, alluding to 
Schlafly’s support of a family values and The Cult of True Womanhood. As a romance novelist, 
Brown was not concerned with grand implications of her novels. In her 1992 essay, “The Risk of 
Seduction and the Seduction of Risk,” Brown argues that “Romances are fun,” much in the sense 
that bubble gum, fireworks, and roller coasters are fun; their purpose is to entertain and not to 
critique (145). Brown argues that romances are fantasies in which “all the trials and tribulations 
of life will be resolved,” and does not imply her novels have any grander implications, alignment 
with feminism, or should be read as such (146). However, that does not mean they do not exist.  
 There are several themes from The Flame and the Flower that prevail in Temptation’s 
Kiss. Temptation’s Kiss includes sexual assault and focuses on female desire and sexuality. 
Brown’s novel may seem to improve on Woodiwiss’s because its protagonist is a career woman; 
however, like its predecessor, it also promotes hegemonic masculinity and romanticizes slavery. 
Sexual Assault and Romance 
 While Temptation’s Kiss does not feature any rape, there is a persistent threat of sexual 
assault. Most sexual assault and harassment scenes are implicitly discussed, with only one 
explicitly naming Josh’s behavior and admonishing him. Ultimately, Josh’s behaviors are 
justified, as he gets the girl (Megan) without changing his behavior nor facing any consequences 
for them.  
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 Josh assaults Megan various times before they enter a consensual relationship. Megan 
notes that Josh constantly touches her without consent, making her uncomfortable in her 
workplace. However, the most explicit instance of sexual assault occurs after both protagonists 
have dinner with their mutual coworkers. Megan finds herself in a limousine alone with Josh, 
both on the way to their respective homes. In the limousine, Megan “wrap[s] her shawl closer 
around her” as a “defensive gesture,” “trying to move away” as Josh draws her body to his. 
Despite verbal instances for Josh to “Stop it” because she does not want him touching her, 
Megan’s “efforts to shrug him off were to no avail” (44-45).  
Upon arrival to Megan’s house, Josh enters without her consent; she explicitly tells him 
“No!” as he enters her house and kisses her. Megan fights back, pushing against him, and Josh 
holds both of her wrists in one hand, “manacling” them, and traps her jaw “to hold her head 
immobile while his lips moved over hers” (46). Josh declares that his “generosity just ran out” 
and that he is tired of waiting for Megan to heal from the death of her husband. He stops his 
advances when Megan asks, “Am I to add rape to all the other indignities you’ve heaped on 
me?” (48). Thus, only Megan clearly naming Josh’s actions as rape stop him; her other physical 
and verbal objections were ignored. Josh feels shame for his actions and apologizes in the 
following chapter.  
This scene aligns with sexual assault statistics: RAINN reports that 80% of rape 
perpetrators are known by the victim (“Perpetrators of Sexual Violence: Statistics”). This 
statistic aligns with findings during the 1980s, as well. Psychologist Mary P. Koss conducted 
several scientific studies on rape; her study on acquaintance rape found that “1 in 4 women 
surveyed were victims of rape or attempted rape, 84 percent of those raped knew their attacker, 
and 57 percent of the rapes happened on dates” (Warshaw and Koss 11). The scene shows how 
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quickly an uncomfortable situation can become dangerous; Josh started by sitting close to Megan 
and he escalates quickly, invading her home. Acquaintance rape was an explicit threat to Megan 
in the scene above. There are other sexual assaults and attempted rape in the novel; however, this 
is the only instance in which it is explicitly named.  
While this scene results in Josh facing consequences (albeit just his own shame) for his 
behavior, the other implicit scenes do not have any consequences. For example, when Josh enters 
Megan’s office at the beginning of the novel, his eyes only meet hers “for a brief moment” 
before “moving downward to her mouth and resting there for an uncomfortably long time,” and 
then moving down further to gaze at her breasts (7). Throughout their conversation, Megan is 
uncomfortable; her jaw is clenched, she shudders thinking about working with him, and Josh’s 
“sheer size terrifie[s] her” when he moves closer to her (8-12). Despite her discomfort, neither 
the characters nor the narrator ever labels Josh’s behavior as sexual harassment. Furthermore, his 
behaviors are essentially excused and/or justified since his persistence results in a happy 
relationship with Megan by the novel’s end. 
This harassment also does not threaten the other women in the novel. The narrative 
focuses narrowly on Megan and Josh’s relationship and rarely elaborates on other characters or 
secondary plots. Much like The Flame and the Flower, the sexual assault and harassment are a 
justified means to a mutually desirable end. The “right” man—dominant, charismatic, in love 
with the protagonist—assaults the heroine because she is the “right” woman. Temptation’s Kiss 
also tries to suggest that Josh’s behaviors toward Megan are out of character and motived purely 
by love and desire. Josh confesses that Megan is the “exception to [his] every rule” (75) and that 
he has no control around her—kissing her was something he “had to do” (105, emphasis 
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original). Again, like The Flame and the Flower, the culpability of the assault and harassment is 
transferred from the hero to the heroine because of the heroine’s hypothetical irresistibility.    
Nevertheless, the novel acknowledges a power imbalance in Josh and Megan’s 
relationship. Josh is a predator, and Megan is his prey. He “possess[es] an animal appeal” that 
“certainly was dangerous,” (6) and Megan refers to Josh as a “scavenger” who “picked her 
clean” (71). Megan also describes herself as “malleable clay” who molds to Josh’s will whenever 
he touches her, resulting in a deep sense of shame (71). At the resort, other guests assume Megan 
is Josh’s latest “conquest” (100). Each example gives Josh power and leaves Megan with little to 
no agency. The syntax throughout the book reiterates their power imbalance: Josh acts upon 
Megan, and Megan reacts. Even when Megan begins to take more control of her relationship 
with Josh in the third act, Josh’s dominance is still asserted; he “claim[s] ownership” of Megan 
“at last,” during their declarations of love (200), thereby portraying Megan as an object to 
possess, rather than a equal partner.  
Hegemonic Masculinity   
 Hegemonic masculinity is the “dominant form of masculinity in the United States,” and is 
“rooted in values such as control, dominance, competition, and aggression while devaluing 
emotional attachment” (Prohaska and Gailey 159). Paul Kivel illustrates hegemonic masculinity 
in his “Act-Like-A-Man” box. Hegemonic masculinity expects men to be “tough, aggressive, 
competitive, in control, take charge, responsible, [and] have money;” men should have sex with 
women and not make mistakes, cry, backdown, or ask for help (Kivel 17). The image below is 
Kivel’s 2007 iteration of the “Act-Like-A-Man” box. The “Act-Like-A-Man” box illustrates the 
expectations and roles for men on the left and right columns. These expectations serve as a 
panopticon-like prison, in which men are watched and watching others, holding each other to 
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impossible standards. The constant surveillance results in men pushing down and internalizing 
their feelings—as demonstrated by the inner column—and supporting hegemonic masculinity.  
 
Josh aligns with hegemonic masculinity’s expectations perfectly. He not only controls 
Megan to the point of harassment and assault, but he is also competitive, leading an agency that 
is the “largest and most prestigious in Atlanta” (Brown 5). Josh never cries or asks for help, even 
when his job is in jeopardy and Megan could help him (218), and he routinely has sex with 
Megan by the third act. Even when Josh declares his love for Megan, showing some emotional 
vulnerability, he is having sex with her—reiterating his heterosexuality and supporting his 
masculinity (201). Brown is seemingly aware of Josh fitting perfectly into hegemonic 
masculinity ideals, describing him as the “paragon of masculinity” (193). Supporting hegemonic 
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masculinity works to perpetuate stringent gender roles and diminish Megan’s agency. Megan is 
essentially ‘conquered’ by the ultimate man, reiterating that men are superior to women. This 
communicates to readers that domineering men, like Josh, are viable love interests whose 
behavior and masculinity should not be called into question.  
Romanticization of Slavery and Whitewashing 
 Again, as seen in The Flame and the Flower, Temptation’s Kiss romanticizes the slave 
plantation, despite being set more than a century after the formal abolition of slavery. Political 
scientist and historian Clyde Woods argues that the plantation serves as a psychological space, as 
well as a physical one. He argues that while plantations might not physically exist as they did in 
the antebellum South, the plantation tradition “continues to survive among those who celebrate 
its brutal legacy” and is “painfully alive among those still dominated by the economic and 
political dynasties of the South” (Root Cause Research Center).1  
The legacy of the plantation is explicitly mentioned by Megan upon her arrival at Hilton 
Head. She nostalgically remarks: “I love the South in general, with it moss-drapes oaks and pine 
trees. I also love the coast and beach. Hilton Head is the one place I’ve seen that combines both” 
(108). While a seemingly harmless statement, Megan’s praise evokes the resort’s past as a cotton 
plantation. Megan also mentions Hilton Head as the place of a “significant Civil War battle,” but 
fails to mention it was a refuge for slaves (108). She also uncritically observes that the resort is 
“like something out of Gone with the Wind” (109). By pairing the resort’s praise with its 
slaveholding history and connections to a Confederate-sympathizing film, the novel romanticizes 
the slave plantation, celebrating its “brutal legacy” (Woods). The narrative does not take this 
scene as an opportunity to reflect on slavery’s horrors or its enduring legacies. Rather, Megan’s 
compliments minimize the cotton-plantation-turned-resort’s torrid history.  
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Although Brown’s novel is set entirely in the South, there are no characters of color. 
According to census data, roughly 30% of South Carolina’s  3.1 million population of roughly 
27% of Georgia’s 5.4 million population were black in 1980 (U.S. Census Bureau 124). By 
erasing race from her novel, Brown whitewashes her narrative: whiteness is the default, so all 
other races marginalized. Whitewashing communicates to readers of color that they do not exist 
in, nor are worthy of, narratives with happy endings. This assumption is only refuted when 
characters of color are centered in romance novels, a step not taken by any of the novels of this 
thesis, save for Alyssa Cole’s A Princess in Theory (2016).  
Empowerment through Career  
 The 1980s saw a push of women into the workforce, as the “women’s share of 
professional jobs increased from 44 to 49 percent and their share of ‘management’ jobs nearly 
doubled growing from 20 to 36 percent” between 1972 to 1985 (Guilder). Megan is indicative of 
a larger trend of women working management positions. Despite more women entering the 
traditional workforce, fulltime year-round jobs were rarer for them, reflecting the double-bind of 
women to be both a worker and meet the expectation to be wives, mothers, and/or caretakers. 
The novel portrays Megan as a dedicated career woman, without the responsibilities of a wife, 
mother, or caretaker. She has the authority of a “drill sergeant, ” and some power and authority 
in her workplace (2). Yet, while Megan is an executive at her job, she is at a crossroads with her 
career aspirations and femininity. Brown aptly shows the double-bind working women 
experience as they try to navigate a career and social expectation for femininity. Megan, for 
instance, cannot be too emotional, lest she be deemed unprofessional.  
 Megan’s identity as an accomplished career woman is undermined when she learns Josh 
got her the job. Megan’s boss, Doug, was “paid a visit by [Josh] Bennett,” who “threatened to 
Eccles 38 
 
advise all of his clients…to spend their money elsewhere if [the radio station] didn’t hire 
[Megan] for [their] sales force” (31). Megan responds with outrage that her success could be 
attributed to Josh. Megan’s emotional response then threatens her standing with Doug, who 
accuses her of letting “personal feelings stand in the way of sound business conduct” and 
concludes that he is “disappointed” in her for not approaching the revelation “in a professional 
manner” (33). While Megan received her promotion for local sales manager on her own merit, 
her accomplishments, skills, authority, and intelligence are all called into question by Josh’s 
interventions. At first confident in her role, Megan begins to question her own skills, thinking 
that she owes “her success to him,” and she must remind herself that “she’d made a success of 
[her career] on her own” (35).  Just thirty pages before, Megan was a self-assured high-powered 
woman; now, she is plagued by self-doubt. This specter of a man behind a woman’s success 
undermines Brown’s attempts to disrupt traditional gender roles by including a career woman as 
her protagonist.  
Female Sexual Desire 
 While Sandra Brown was not entirely successful in pushing against gender roles in the 
workforce, she attempts to destigmatize female sexuality by focusing on Megan’s sexual desires 
and gratification. Megan initially feels a deep sense of shame for her sexuality, and the novel 
ultimately offers this as the explanation for why she dismissed and resisted Josh’s advances, 
despite her physical attraction to him (205).   
 Once Josh and Megan begin their relationship, Megan’s sexual desires awaken. Josh then 
focuses on Megan’s sexual needs before his own and encourages her to embrace her sexuality. 
For example, after Megan returns from the beach, Josh begins to massage her (174). After 
several teasing ministrations, his “hands slowly rotated over [Megan’s] breasts” and she has an 
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orgasm after he “covered the center of throbbing desire between her legs with his palm.” She 
tells him “Yes,” her “back arched” and her “hips writhed.” While Megan is shy after, Josh 
declares, “One’s sexuality is nothing to be ashamed of,” and that she should not feel 
embarrassment nor shame for her desires (176). This scene demonstrates clear verbal and 
nonverbal consent, a marked difference from earlier in the novel, and focuses solely on Megan’s 
sexual gratification. This sex scene, albeit brief—one page, pushes against gendered assumptions 
that women must be chaste, shameful, or secretive about their sex lives to maintain their dignity. 
Rather than shame or tease Megan for her desires, Josh acknowledges, meets, and nurtures them. 
By explicitly showing female sexual gratification in the novel, Brown separates shame from sex 
and shows that women deserve the same pleasures as men in their sexual encounters.  
Despite Megan being a non-virgin heroine—and thus an example that women can have 
multiple sex partners in their lives—she lacks general knowledge on sex. The narrator explains, 
“she’d gone to her marriage bed a virgin. Except for those tumultuous minutes in the gazebo 
with Josh, she was innocent of sexual indiscretion. She didn’t know how one went about such 
things, and now she would be feeling her way along with each step” (104). This positions Megan 
in an inferior “student” role, with Josh as her “teacher.” One sexual encounter  is even referred to 
as a “lesson” for Megan (177). Megan exploring her sexuality and desires is important and 
valuable, pushing against stereotypes of a desexualized widow or career woman. However, their 
unequal power dynamic is only reiterated when Josh becomes a sexual teacher to Megan. 
Temptation’s Kiss tells readers that men can be sexually active and celebrated; women must be 
virginal or monogamous.  
 Also, while Megan gains sexual agency in these scenes, they continue to diminish the 
insidiousness of Josh’s previous assaults against Megan. As previously mentioned, Josh assaults 
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Megan under the assumption that she truly wants him but cannot admit it. Megan validates his 
behavior, saying that she “let [him] kiss [her]” because she “wanted” him to, declaring she made 
him “out the villain” because of her own guilt for having feelings for another man (205-6, 
emphasis original). Thus, the narrative justifies all of Josh’s past assaults and harassments 
against Megan, as they were secretly wanted. However, there is no proof Josh was aware of her 
secret feelings; rather, Megan clearly revokes her consent and tells him to stop. Like The Flame 
and the Flower, the narrative attempts to excuse the hero’s assaults. However, Temptation’s Kiss 
is more successful in its attempt, both because Megan admits Josh was right and because the 
novel does not directly bring up the previous assault. At least in The Flame and the Flower, 
Heather forgives Brandon for raping her. In Temptation’s Kiss, the novel erases the assault, 
making it so there is nothing to forgive. In turn, the novel generally invalidates sexual assault and 
sexual harassment.  
Conclusion 
  As with the majority of romance novels, Temptation’s Kiss is a novel written by a 
woman, for women. Much like The Flame and the Flower, Temptation’s Kiss is ultimately about 
a woman finding love. Like Heather in The Flame and the Flower, Megan finds sexual 
gratification and a wealth of happiness. Brown’s novel tries to create new space for the romance 
protagonist by allowing Megan to find love while still maintaining, and ultimately, improving, 
her professional reputation. As such, Temptation’s Kiss nods to feminist ideas, showing how 
women can successfully navigate both private and public spheres without compromise to one or 
the other; yet, the novel still very much undermines feminist work in other ways.  
Temptation’s Kiss is a largely failed attempt to write an empowering love story between a 
career woman and her rival-turned-lover. Due to the explicit and implicit sexual assault and 
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harassment, much of Megan’s agency is lost. While the narrative attempts to regain this power 
through sexual gratification, those scenes also work to excuse Josh’s previous actions. 
Additionally, while Megan is successful in her job, her skills and success are ultimately 
undermined. While Temptation’s Kiss is a novel written by a woman for other women, a feminist 
reading shows that the novel is not productively feminist. Temptation’s Kiss ultimately upholds 
patriarchal norms by supporting hegemonic masculinity, excusing sexual assault, and 






















1. This quote is from Woods’ book, Development Arrested: The Blues and Plantation 
Power in the Mississippi Delta. Unfortunately, this book was not available at local 
libraries, physically or electronically. Hence, I have used this quote from Root Cause 
Research Center’s own discussion, “Plantation Capitalism in Louisville, Kentucky,” 
which also used Wood’s definition to frame their argument.  
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“Vampires as Urban Club Hoppers”: For Dark Lover, Improvement is Still a Fantasy 
Introduction 
Paranormal romance, like historical romance, is sub-category of romance that is essentially 
“shorthand for all the subgenres that belong to the larger alternative reality/speculative fiction 
group” (Kamblé 141). One or both of the protagonists will have an “otherness”— vampire, 
werewolf, time traveler, alien, etc.—and the novel’s setting is a more “complex and time-
consuming” world than other romance subgenres, such that “virtually all paranormal romance 
[sells] as a series of connected novels” (Kamblé 141). The focus of this chapter—Dark Lover 
(2005) by J.R. Ward—fits this definition perfectly. The novel’s protagonists are vampires in an 
intricate, supernatural world, and Dark Lover is the first in a still-ongoing series. Ward argues 
that the primary distinction between paranormal romance and other subgenres is that paranormal 
romances can move past the “conventions of the romance genre” by focusing on a wide cast of 
characters, rather than solely focus on the relationship between hero and heroine (Cengel). 
Dark Lover is one example from the boom in paranormal romance that began in the 2000s, 
and the novel continues to be cited in discussions on paranormal romance. Dark Lover is the first 
novel in Ward’s “Black Dagger Brotherhood” series. At the time of writing, there are 18 books 
in the series—with a 19th set to publish in April 2021—and five novels in a spinoff series, “Black 
Dagger Legacy.” Dark Lover focuses on the relationship between Wrath, the vampire king, and 
Beth, a half-human half-vampire. Although they have an instant romantic and sexual connection, 
Beth still must transition into a vampire, a dangerous process. The couple also faces external 
antagonists, primarily the lessers, a species of soulless vampire hunters on the hunt for Wrath 
and his brotherhood of vampire warriors. Both Wrath and Beth have romantic rivals, Butch and 
Marissa, as well.  
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Since the series has been prominent in paranormal romance from the 2000s to today, it has 
had substantial critical attention. Andreea Serban, for example, critiqued Dark Lover for its 
queerbaiting, and Amanda Hobson noted its whitewashing and appropriation of black culture. 
Additionally, Ria Cheyne’s work on disability and romance apply well to Dark Lover, as Wrath 
is visually impaired. This chapter hopes to add to these discussions, as well as acknowledge how 
the novel also works to expand the genre. 
In feminist history, the 2000s is a period of transition from third and fourth wave feminism, 
marked by the popularization of feminism. In 2000, bell hooks published Feminism is for 
Everybody, which hoped to “rescue feminism from academic jargon and, more important, from 
its bad reputation” (Lewis 174). Feminism integrated its way into highly popular female 
musicians and girl groups; Destiny’s Child released “Independent Women, Pt. 1” in 2000, Missy 
Elliott released “Work It” in 2002, and the Spice Girls became commercially successful in large 
part due to their “girl power” brand. However, this integration of feminism into a mainstream, 
capitalist society is also a marker of commodification; this commodification is attributed to the 
demise of the punk-rock based riot grrrls of the 1990s. So, while feminism was becoming more 
mainstream, there was also worry that the commercialization of feminism undermined its intent. 
Despite this question of intent, feminism became more accessible during the decade. For 
instance, Jessica and Vanessa Valenti founded the online magazine Feministing to make 
“feminism more accessible to young women and to build a community where multiple voices 
could be heard,” (175) and Ms. Magazine and Bitch Media also found success by integrating 
online media with their print issues.  
The third wave of feminism, which began in the 1990s and continued through the 2000s, was 
marked by the “illusion that equality had been achieved and that feminist activism was not 
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necessary as before” (Lewis 173). After the September 11, 2001 attacks, a wave of islamophobia 
swept the nation. Raced sexism was leveraged against Muslim and Brown women, which poet 
Suheir Hammad explicitly discussed in her poems, “First Writing Since” and “Mike Check.” The 
9/11 attacks, while a watershed moment in general history, is also proof that intersectionality is a 
necessity to feminism, so that oppressions can be discussed in conversation—rather that in 
opposition—with each other. Intersectionality was coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989. 
Rather than focus on “women’s issues,” intersectionality pushes feminists to broaden their scope 
and example how different forms of oppression—sexism, racism, homophobia, ableism, 
xenophobia, and more—all interconnect to create specific experiences of oppression. For 
instance, a middle-class, able-bodied, white woman like myself experiences the world much 
differently than a middle-class, disabled, Asian-American woman. We might have similar 
experiences due to our shared gender and economic status, but I do not experience ableism or 
racism, whereas the other woman does. Furthermore, ableism and racism would influence how 
this woman experiences sexism and classism. These forms of oppression are not separate entities 
but are intricately bound together.  
While intersectionality had been institutionalized within Women’s and Gender Studies 
(WGST) departments, the concept is nearly nonexistent in J.R. Ward’s Dark Lover. As discussed 
at length below, oppressions are rarely explicitly discussed—though always implicitly existing—
and there is certainly no discussion of the relationships among these oppressions.  
Sexual Assault and Romance 
 As in the other two novels previously discussed, Dark Lover is rife with sexual assaults. 
While some sexual assaults are explicitly named—when perpetrated by antagonists—most are 
not positioned as sexual assault. One example of explicitly named sexual assault occurs early in 
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the novel. While on the commute from her workplace to home, Beth is catcalled by two men, 
who proceed to follow her. Beth is grabbed by one of the men—described as the “all-American,” 
whose name we later learn is Billy—and he covers her mouth with his hand. Billy and his 
sidekick manacle her wrists, and Billy tells Beth, “Come on, bitch, you’re going to like this” as 
he forces his “knee between her legs.” Billy and his friends assault Beth’s breasts, “making her 
vision swim.” Employing her self-defense training, Beth escapes and safely arrives at her 
apartment. (8-9). Beth is thus proven more intelligent and resourceful than Billy and his friend. 
By the end of the novel, Billy has become a member of the lessers and a key antagonist. J.R. 
Ward correlates Billy’s actions in assaulting Beth as a sign of his deeper immorality. This 
effectively condemns sexual assault and situates perpetrators of sexual assault as criminals, 
rather than as love interests.  
While sexual assault is explicitly named when perpetrated by an antagonist, the same 
accountability is not transferred to other characters. Thus, the narrative disregards other 
perpetrators and positions that sexual assaults and rapists are strangers, rather than colleagues or 
peers. Beth begs off sexual advancements, innuendos, and propositions from secondary love 
interest, Butch. Butch’s advances, however, are never explicitly named as sexual assault, even 
when they are aggressive and physical. After having dinner with Beth, Butch grabs her, 
“mov[ing] quickly, so that we shouldn’t have time to think” and kisses her (107). Rather than 
receive Beth’s informed consent, Butch forces Beth to kiss him, even though he knows she was 
recently assaulted by Billy. Butch prioritizes his desires over Beth’s, but he does not face any 
consequences for doing so. While Beth does reject Butch, he is ultimately rewarded with his own 
love interest, Marissa, by the end of the novel, and earns the Black Dagger Brotherhood’s trust. 
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Butch faces no long-term consequences for his harassment, and the narrative works to undermine 
his behavior as such by never explicitly naming his actions as such.   
Beth and Wrath’s first sexual encounter lies in similarly murky waters in terms of consent. 
To discuss this scene with nuance, it is imperative to introduce the definition of consent. As 
RAINN defines, consent is “an agreement between participants to engage in sexual activity” that 
should be “clearly and freely communicated […] Consent cannot be given by individuals who 
are underage, intoxicated, or incapacitated by drugs or alcohol, or asleep or unconscious […] 
Unequal power dynamics, such as engaging in sexual activity with an employee or student, also 
mean the consent cannot be freely given.” RAINN also introduces the concept of enthusiastic 
consent, a “newer model for understanding consent that focuses on positive expression of 
consent,” which looks for the “presence of a ‘yes’ rather than the absence of a ‘no’” (“What 
Consent Looks Like”).   
Beth and Wrath end up in a happy, consensual relationship by the end of the novel, but for 
their first sexual encounter, neither is in the right condition to consent to sexually activity.  
Specifically, Wrath enters Beth room with an active, airborne drug emanating from his cigarillo. 
Beth is first frightened by Wrath’s appearance—“She panicked, but found that she couldn’t 
move” (61)—but she is then overtaken by her lust, noting that her “core bloomed for him” (62). 
Wrath does not feel the effects of this drug nearly as much, but he is aware enough to 
acknowledge that the drug “must be getting to him, too” and that having sex with her in this state 
“wasn’t fair” to Beth (65). Despite both parties’ initial reticence, they both give into the drug and 
have sex. Per RAINN’s definition, neither Wrath nor Beth are in the right state to give consent, 
as they are incapacitated by drugs. While Beth does urge Wrath on—She demands: “Touch me,” 
“Kiss me,” and “Don’t stop,”—this enthusiastic consent is void, given her drug-induced 
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incapacitation (64-7). Like the other books previously discussed, the novel thus frames a non-
consensual sex act as proof of romance, rather than a crime. This further implies that sexual 
assault is acceptable when done by or to the “right” person, a trope found in all texts of this 
thesis, aside from A Princess in Theory. 
Whitewashing and Appropriation 
 Whitewashing has been prevalent in both romance publishing and its novels. The Ripped 
Bodice, a romance bookstore based in Culver City, LA, reports that only 8.1% of romance books 
in the past five years were written by people of color (“The State of Racial Diversity in Romance 
Publishing: 2020”).1 This marginalization occurs in paranormal romance as well. Hobson writes, 
“One of the most glaring and intriguing aspects of these vampire romance novels is their 
consistent whitewashing,” and that by “eliminating race and ethnicity from” vampire fiction, 
these narratives perpetuate the racism that keeps many racially diverse paranormal romance 
novels unpublished (Hobson 23). Dark Lover is a perfect example of whitewashing. 
Additionally, Wrath and his Black Dagger Brotherhood frequently appropriate blackness. None 
of the characters in Dark Lover—human or vampire—are people of color. This places whiteness 
as the default, with other races as “others” or “additions.” There is no discussion of or even 
mention of race. However, there is proof people of color exist in the world of Dark Lover, due to 
the frequent appropriation of black culture. Wrath and the brotherhood frequently listen to “2Pac, 
Jay-Z, [and] D-12.” Wrath also refers to his brothers as a “bunch of thugs” (270). The 
appropriation further marginalizes black people—deemed not important enough to be on page, 
and only valuable for what can be appropriated from them. Additionally, this appropriation 
essentializes black men as ultra-masculine thugs and partiers.  Hobson argues that it is a 
“psychological wound” to never see “oneself represented” in a genre “essentially about love and 
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acceptance” (Hobson 28). Ward’s erasure of people of color perpetuates this wound; people of 
color do not even exist on page, let alone have a love story.  
 Ward’s response to these observations actually supports her critics. In an interview with 
the author, Ellen Micheletti asked: 
The Brotherhood enjoys lots of the trappings of hip-hop culture – the cars, the clubs, the 
music…Yet, for me I see them as white guys. Do you see the brothers as Caucasians, or 
are they something beyond belonging to any one race?  
Ward responded that race is not a concern for the vampire brothers. She said, “They aren’t 
human, so I don’t associate them with any particular race of humans. They have their own race 
and culture that doesn’t fall into human definitions” (Micheletti). By arguing that the vampire’s 
race “doesn’t fall into human definitions,” Ward situates race as unworthy of exploration of her 
novels. This only further empathizes the white washing and ignorance of Dark Lover, as both the 
imagined world and its creator turn a blind eye to the novel’s ingrained racism. 
Compulsory Heterosexuality  
First coined by Adrienne Rich, “compulsory heterosexuality” refers to the assumption 
that everyone is heterosexual. Heterosexuality becomes a mandate for achievement, and any 
queer sexualities are either invisible or marginalized (Rich 13-14). Dark Lover’s culture is built 
on this compulsory heterosexuality. For example, the vampires “must feed from the opposite sex 
of their own species, literally reinforcing heteronormative[…]structures”  in order to survive 
(Hobson and Anyiwo 188).2 The bite itself is sexualized in Dark Lover; Wrath bares his fangs 
when he has sex with Beth (66) and becomes erect when she drinks from him (267). All 
vampires must perform this heteronormative and sexualized act—biting and feeding—with the 
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opposite sex. The glossary of the novel also sets up heterosexuality as a cornerstone of vampire 
culture. The “needing period” is a female vampire’s time of fertility, and during this time “all 
males respond to some degree if they are around a female in her need. It can be a dangerous 
time, with conflicts and fights breaking out between competing males…” (x). This definition 
implies that all vampires are heterosexual or attracted to women, as “all males respond to some 
degree” (emphasis mine). This definition completely erases asexuality and queerness; if a male 
vampire is queer, do they still respond to a needing period? According to the text’s definition, 
they do. There are also names for a mated male and female vampires,—hellren and shellan, 
respectively— but only if they are mated to the opposite sex, once again erasing any other 
sexualities outside of heterosexuality. Heterosexuality is not only presumed within Dark Lover, 
but mandatory for sustenance and sexual gratification.  
The compulsory heterosexuality of the series is only disrupted in the series’ 11th book 
Lover at Last (2013), when a homosexual couple is married and has their mating ceremony. The 
Routledge Reader Companion to Romance positions the novel as “probably the first case of a 
homosexual couple as protagonists in a paranormal mainstream heterosexual series” (157).  
Desirability and Disability 
 Janice Radway’s ethnographic study on the Smithton readers revealed that “dwelling on 
handicaps or disfigurements” were a sign of a bad romance novel. One respondent even asserted 
that while “perfection’s not the main thing” that makes a romance novel compelling, but disabled 
characters are “distasteful” and “depressing” (98). Although this response dichotomizes 
disability and romance, Dark Lover refutes this dichotomy; Wrath is a disabled man, due to his 
blindness, and he still has a happy ending with Beth.  
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 Ria Cheyne discusses disability representation in her book, Disability, Literature, Genre: 
Representation and Affect in Contemporary Fiction. The “sheer number of romance novels with 
disabled protagonists” suggests a complex relationship between the romance novel and disability 
(Cheyne 137). Cheyne argues there are several tropes that occur with a disabled character in 
romance, with the “genre’s primary disability icons” being the “wounded hero and the plucky 
heroine” (137). Dark Lover falls squarely into this trope. While Wrath does not come into his 
heroic responsibilities until the end of the novel, he is a reluctant hero, disabled by his blindness. 
Beth is also a standard plucky heroine, unafraid to speak her opinion and put Wrath in his place 
(Ward 248).  
 The novel also largely refutes the cure narrative, a common trope in romance with 
disabled protagonists. Cheyne writes that “romances in which the disabled protagonists are 
cured” abound, resulting in a “joyful future with a loving partner, where disability has been 
eradicated or ameliorated” (142). Once again, this situates disability as the opposite of  happiness 
and suggests that for a “joyful future” to occur, disability must be nonexistent. This is not the 
case for Dark Lover; Wrath remains blind and does not seek out a cure. Wrath does regain his 
full sight in one scene, but it is only for a moment in presence of the Scribe Virgin, a god-like 
being who created vampires (300). While Wrath describes this temporary sight as a “gift,” 
neither he, Beth, nor the narrative seek out a “cure” for his disability. Wrath and Beth’s joy  and 
Wrath’s disability are not mutually exclusive. This communicates to readers that disabled people 
are worth of a happy ending, but with a problematic caveat: a nondisabled partner must deem the 
disability acceptable.  
While Wrath is never physically cured from his blindness, his shame—which is closely tied 
to his disability—is cured. When confronted with his disability, Wrath is hostile. He is reluctant 
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to show Beth his eyes and he asks her if she is “worried that [he] can’t take care of [her] 
anymore” (204-5). Cheyne argues that this sense of unworthiness, which “arises directly or 
indirectly from disability” is a trope itself, usually “deployed after it has been firmly established 
that the protagonists are perfect for each other and should be together” (144, emphasis original). 
Wrath and Beth’s relationship fits this this trope. Readers know Wrath and Beth should be 
together—they are already falling in love with each other by the prior scene—but Wrath 
experiences emotional reticence, stemming from his internalized shame. Beth pushes against 
Wrath’s shame, deeming his eyes “Beautiful”—a visual observation of which Wrath himself is 
incapable due to his impairment—in contrast to his derisive “Useless” (Ward 205). However, her 
internal monologue still deems his blindness as a “weakness” and “wrong” (204-5). Since Beth 
convinces Wrath that he is worthy of love, the novel “positions disability, albeit indirectly, as a 
problem—and the love of a nondisabled partner as the solution (Cheyne 145). Wrath is not 
physically “cured” from his disability, but he is emotionally cured after Beth, his able-bodied 
partner, deems his disability acceptable. This also indicative of the Cult of True Womanhood, as 
Beth becomes a caretaker of sorts for her partner; once again, a text in this thesis promotes an 
outdated version of femininity.  
Rather than look for a physical cure, the narrative evokes another harmful trope—
overcoming narratives. Overcoming narratives focus on “a disabled character’s psychological 
process of mitigating or overcoming physical injury and impairment,” becoming a “stand-in for 
the favorite American fable of pulling yourself up by the bootstraps” (Sandahl 457). Wrath is the 
best fighter of the group, reliant on his heightened hearing and spatial awareness—an effect of 
his blindness. This positions Wrath’s blindness as something he has “overcome,” rather than 
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accept or embrace. In framing Wrath’s blindness as a “superpower,” pain, struggle, and 
discrimination are disassociated with disability.    
Female Sexual Desire 
 While Beth is positioned as a victim early in the novel—sexually assaulted by Billy and 
Butch, and potentially Wrath—she begins to instigate her sexual desires once she is in a 
committed relationship with Wrath. Beth shifts from passive sexual partner to active initiator. 
Beth kisses Wrath, “penetrat[ing]” his mouth with her tongue, “possessing him, taking him. 
Leaving her mark on him.” Beth then sucks his nipples and performs fellatio. Despite being a 
virgin in the beginning of the novel, Beth “knew just when to bring it on, just when to pause,” 
seemingly an expert. Beth is the active participant in this sex scene, and Wrath is the passive one. 
This disrupts the idea that women must be taught sex by men, as seen in both The Flame and the 
Flower and Temptation’s Kiss. Instead of their previous sex scenes, in with Wrath instigates their 
encounters, Beth takes control. She “straddle[s] his hips,” and “slid[es] him inside of her,” 
retaining control of the sexual encounter throughout. Beth has control and power in this scene; it 
is never transferred to Wrath. All actions are done by Beth, onto Wrath. This scene positions 
Beth on an even playing field with Wrath; they can both be instigators in their relationship and 
experience sexual pleasure. While the scene’s other focus is on Wrath’s sexual pleasure—“When 
he came, he felt like he’d been ripped in two…”—Beth also derives pleasure, as “she fell onto 
his heaving chest as their own delicious waves took her breath away” (244-245).  
Conclusion 
Anyiwo concludes that “Ward’s explorations of gender, sexuality, and race continue to be 
problematic, but the series is overall valuable reading” (Hobson and Anyiwo 188). Indeed, while 
the novel surely has its shortcomings, when in conversation with The Flame and the Flower and 
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Temptation’s Kiss, it shows the romance genre’s progress and growth. Wrath does not explicitly 
assault Beth, and the novel does not position disability as something that should be “cured.” 
However, the appropriation of black culture and compulsory heteronormativity are problematic, 
as are its unnamed sexual assaults. Therefore, I therefore do not consider Dark Lover a feminist 
text, but rather a narrative that nods to and even experiments with feminist approaches. Like the 
other novels I have discussed, Dark Lover helps prepare the groundwork for A Princess in 
Theory’s success as a feminist text.  
There are also many other avenues for research on Dark Lover, three of which I would 
have included in this chapter if not for length and time considerations. First, Marissa, despite 
being described as weak throughout the novel, can be read as a vampire seductress, an archetype  
described as a female vampire who “embodies contradicting ideals of femininity, strength, 
beauty, and power” (Hobson and Anyiwo 9). Additionally, while Ward defends her 
appropriation by arguing the vampires have no race, appropriation is not limited to just the Black 
Dagger Brotherhood in the series. Finally, a detailed analysis of explicit and implicit 
dehumanization of female sex workers would be of interest. Sex workers are referred to as 
“whores” are generally dehumanized, and at least one sex worker is murdered with no 
consequence. I look forward to reading more on The Black Dagger Brotherhood as popular 











1. There has been increasing ethical, consent, and data concerns on The Ripped Bodice’s 
reports. Most notably, romance bloggers and statisticians Nick and Ari wrote a thoughtful 
critique, “The Ripped Bodice’s Diversity Report: A Critique.” I recommend reading it 
and coming to your own conclusions on the validity of the report; it is cited below.  
2. I used the phrase “opposite sex,” as the novel set up both sex and gender as binaries 
(male and female, man and woman, respectively). However, I would like to take the 
space to acknowledge that this binary does not exist in our reality; both sex and gender 
are on a spectrum. Dark Lover works within binary thinking, and so I applied the same to 
my textual analysis. However, this binary thinking does not reflect my own views on sex 
and gender, nor our reality.  
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“You Deserve Love and Hope and Happiness”: A Princess in Theory—Finally, a Feminist 
Romance Novel  
Introduction 
 A Princess in Theory, published in 2018 by Harper Avon—an imprint of HarperCollins, 
is the first is the first in Alyssa Cole’s “Reluctant Royals” series. Cole began writing romance 
novels in 2014 through smaller publishers, and A Princess in Theory was her first novel from a 
major publisher.1 She has continued to find commercial success. After the Reluctant Royals 
series concluded in 2019, she began a new series—Runaway Royals—in 2020, and she 
published her first adult thriller novel, When No One is Watching, in 2020 as well.  
 A Princess in Theory is a contemporary romance following two protagonists: Naledi, an 
epidemiologist in New York who grew up in the foster system, and Prince Thabiso, next in line 
to be king of Thesolo, Cole’s fictional African nation. Orphaned as an infant, Naledi does not 
know she was born in Thesolo and is betrothed to Thabiso. Thabiso decides to travel to New 
York City and find Naledi. He encounters her first at her part-time job where she assumes he is a 
new hire. Thabiso goes along with his mistaken identity, and their relationship progresses. 
However, high-ranking officials in Thesolo, including Thabiso’s own parents, are mysteriously 
falling ill. Both Naledi and Thabiso travel to Thesolo, working to find and cure for the epidemic . 
The novel’s core narrative is a Cinderella story, but Cole flips the plot’s ending so Naledi 
(Cinderella) saves Thabiso (Prince Charming).  
Like Temptation’s Kiss, A Princess in Theory by Alyssa Cole is a contemporary romance. 
The novel also falls under the “Black romance” subgenre of romance fiction.  Black romance can 
encompass many different other romance subgenres as well, serving as an umbrella for 
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contemporary, paranormal, historical, and other romances (Kamblé 229). Black romances follow 
all of romance’s typical tropes, but they must also be written by Black authors and feature Black 
characters protagonists. Romance novels with interracial couples would fall under the Interracial 
Romance subgenre, also referred to as “IR.” Cole is African American; Naledi, the heroine of A 
Princess in Theory, could be considered African American since she was raised in the US, and 
Price Thabiso is African. A Princess in Theory meets the requirements to be considered a Black 
romance.    
Establishing Black romance as a subgenre creates a dedicated and protected space for 
Black stories. However, a dedicated space can potentially  “other” Black writers and readers. 
Amanda Hobson, for example, ponders whether this constitution of a subgenre shuffles “writers 
and characters of colour 
to the margins,” and 
Marla Bhattacharjee 
argues that the creation 
of the subgenre “isolates 
these stories from their 
mainstream counterpart” 
(Hobson 25).2 There are 
also subgenres for non-
black authors—Asian 
romance, Indigenous romance, Latinx romance, etc., but the subgenres are less established. For 
instance, Helen Hoang’s Kiss Quotient series—which features Asian leads, one of whom is 
neurodiverse—is regarded an anomaly in romance publishing, rather than the rule. A unique 
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subgenre, then, allows Black authors’ work to be amplified within a largely white publishing 
industry. As demonstrated by the “Diversity in Publishing” data in the image above, 76% of the 
publishing industry’s distribution stakeholders—(including executives, editorial, sale, marketing 
and publicity, book reviewers, literary agents, and interns)—are white. Only 5 percent of 
respondents self-identified as Black, African American, or Caribbean (Jiménez). The lack of 
diversity in the publishing industry indicates a higher possibility of workplace discrimination, 
potential marginalization, and homogenous publications. Thus, Black romance serves as a space 
for largely marginalized authors.  
There has been growing focus on women of color, romance publishing, and 
discrimination within the industry since 2019. Romance Writers of America (RWA) is a “trade 
organization that essentially functions as a union for its 9,000 members” of “published or 
aspiring romance authors” (Romano and Grady) that faced backlash in 2019. Formed in 1980, 
RWA was a well-respected organization before suspending Courtney Milan. Milan, a Chinese-
American author, criticized Katherine Lynn Davis, who used racist stereotypes of Chinese 
women in her novel Somewhere Lies the Moon and Sue Grimshaw for questioning the existence 
of white supremacy. Davis and another publishing professional, Suzan Tisdale, filed complaints 
against Milan, only for them to be proven exaggerated and misleading. While Milan was 
reinstated a few days later, the controversy shows the ingrained racism of the RWA, vilifying a 
woman of color on later-revealed lies from white women. So, while authors of color like Alyssa 
Cole, Beverly Jenkins, Courtney Milan, Helen Hoang, and countless others might be respected 
by the romance reading community and be commercially successful, there is still systematic 
racism within romance publishing.   
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As misogyny makes new and bigger headlines, feminism is once again at the forefront of 
cultural discussions. From the #MeToo movement and #TimesUp, sexual assault and workplace 
discrimination have become mainstream topics. Intersectionality is also a key component of 
present-day feminism, with Black Lives Matter and Stop AAPI Hate becoming popular social 
movements supported by feminists. Black women have been trailblazers in feminist movements; 
Tarana Burke founded #MeToo, and Opal Tometi, Patrisse Cullors, Alicia Garza founded Black 
Lives Matter. RWA, too, was founded a black woman, Vivian Stephens. Like these activists, 
Alyssa Cole has made essential contributions to her field with romance novels.  
Consent, Sexual Assault, and Romance 
 A Princess in Theory consistently deploys “enthusiastic consent.” As defined in the last 
chapter, enthusiastic consent is a “a newer model for understanding consent” that looks for “a 
presence of a ‘yes’ rather than the absence of a ‘no’” (“What Consent Looks Like”). This 
enthusiastic consent is in stark contrast to the other novels, which presume consent, situating 
women as passive participants in their sexual encounters with dominant men. This power 
dynamic is ruptured in A Princess in Theory, as both Naledi and Thabiso are active participants 
whose bodily autonomy is continually respected.    
Throughout their first sexual encounter, Thabiso repeatedly seeks Naledi’s explicit 
consent for his actions. Before kissing her, for example, Thabiso tells Naledi, “I’m going to kiss 
you,” to which she responds “Okay” (124). When he wants to progress further, he asks, “Can I 
touch you?” and does not take any action until Naledi agrees, responding with “Definitely. Yes. 
Go for it” (128). Thabiso also checks in, making sure Naledi is enjoying herself—“Do you like 
that?” (128). Naledi gives enthusiastic consent to every inquiry. Not only does this show 
Thabiso’s care and respect for Naledi, but the scene also places Naledi’s desires, concerns, and 
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opinions as valid and worthy of respect. Although Naledi always agrees to further their sexual 
encounters, the deployment of enthusiastic consent implies that if Naledi or Thabiso were to say 
no or not explicitly say yes, their sexual encounter would end. This is an important distinction 
from this thesis’s other texts, in which refusals are ignored or silence is taken as an affirmative.  
Enthusiastic consent also continues in the novel even after Naledi and Thabiso have sex 
for the first time, reiterating that consent is necessary for every sexual encounter, no matter how 
small. Thabiso asks for consent to kiss Naledi after they had sex, which takes her aback—“This 
is novel. Guys don’t usually ask after the first time.” Thabiso explains, saying, “I’m a fucking 
gentleman, Naledi. Gentleman don’t assume, they ask. So. Can I kiss you?” (301). Thabiso 
continues to seek consent throughout the novel and continues to check in with Naledi during 
their encounters, showing a deep understanding that “consenting to one activity, one time, does 
not mean someone gives consent for other activities or the same activity on other occasions” and 
that consent can be withdrawn at any point (“What Consent Looks Like”). Additionally, the sex 
scenes are typically very romantic and graphic, dissociating the idea that consent can dampen 
sexiness. This is the first novel in which enthusiastic consent is sought after on multiple 
occasions, a marker of improvement for the genre.   
 However, the enthusiastic consent in the novel’s first half is essentially nullified by the 
fact that Naledi believes Thabiso to be someone else. Naledi consented to having sex with Jamal, 
Thabiso’s mistaken identity, not Thabiso, the crown-prince of Thesolo. Thabiso even 
acknowledges that having sex with Naledi under a different identity is wrong. After having sex 
with Naledi for the first time, Thabiso is left “with the realization that she still thought he was 
Jamal. Just Jamal. She still didn’t know about him, or her parents, or her homeland, and she 
shouldn’t have known what he felt like pushing inside of her before any one of those things” 
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(186). Thabiso understands that having sex with Naledi under a false identity is immoral, but he 
cannot stop himself. After learning Thabiso’s true identity, Naledi’s “expression was one of 
terror” and she quickly distances herself from him, fleeing to her apartment (208). Naledi is 
deeply hurt in the aftermath (211) and feels “acute embarrassment” thinking of “how she’d been 
played as a fool” (223). Both characters acknowledge their initial relationship as a betrayal, but 
the rifts are slowly mended (286). After their reconciliation, enthusiastic consent is again used. 
While the enthusiastic consent earlier in the novel is given under false pretenses, Naledi and 
Thabiso are the first lovers in this thesis to regularly check in with their sexual partner and ask 
for consent on multiple occasions. There is still room for improvement, but the sexual 
relationship between Thabiso and Naledi is a significant departure from the rape and shame 
associated with sex from The Flame and the Flower.  
Female Sexual Desire 
Unlike the other female protagonists this thesis has discussed, Naledi is a sexually 
experienced woman; she is not a virgin, nor is she meek. Rather, Naledi acknowledges her sexual 
desires, is not ashamed of them, and acts on them. In all of the novel’s sex scenes, Naledi is an 
active participant with both her consent and her actions. After their reconciliation, Naledi presses 
Thabiso “back to the ground” and “straddle[s] him,” and later Naledi disrobes herself 
(“shimm[ies] out of her pants and underwear”), a clear sign of both enthusiastic consent and 
autonomy (335).,. Naledi is sexually confident and shameless. The novel thus promotes sex-
positivity through the protagonists’ active and consenting relationship without fetishizing the 
female body. While there are  descriptions of Naledi’s body—for example, mentions of Naledi’s 
“curves” (300)—the descriptions are not filtered through the male gaze, so her body is not 
merely an object for Thabiso’s sexual pleasure.  
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There is only one instance where Naledi shows hesitance about sexual activity. Naledi is 
nervous in the beginning of the novel to “take that first step” with Thabiso/Jamal, but this 
hesitance, we learn, is not rooted in shame, but rather in a fear of abandonment—Naledi was in 
the foster system years after her parents died (125). Soon after her initial reticence, Naledi 
becomes an active participant in the sexual activity with Thabiso/Jamal, and the novel shows her  
“return[ing] the pressure of his mouth” and “press[ing] her body against his, reveling in the solid 
feel of him” (127).  
Women in STEM & Discrimination in the Workplace 
 One of the novel’s subplots focuses on Naledi and the discrimination she experiences at 
her workplace. Naledi’s discrimination stems from a larger issue of diversity in STEM fields, as 
Black women are sorely underrepresented in STEM fields. From 2017 to 2018, only 2,449  
master’s degrees were awarded to Black women in STEM fields out of the 140,254 total 
rewarded—roughly 1.7 percent (Digest of Education Statistics). In 2017, only 2.5 percent of 
science and engineering employees were Black women (Women in Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM): Quick Take).  
 Naledi is demeaned by her white male coworkers throughout the novel, showing how 
STEM fields perpetuate a “boy’s club” exclusivity. Despite her equal experience and education, 
Naledi is routinely asked to do more work that the other lab assistants. For instance, when she 
goes to work, her supervisor, Brian, asks her to cover the work for Kevin, another lab assistant, 
in addition to her own separate tasks. This discrimination comes to a head when Naledi refuses 
to do Kevin’s work and tells Brian: 
part of being a supervisor is making sure that you delegate tasks equally…Whenever you 
have some grunt work you come searching for me, even though I’m one of the most 
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experienced people in the lab. You call me out for being late, but give Kevin a pass for 
magically getting sick every time he’s up for sac duty. I said ‘no.’” (212)    
This scene explicitly tackles the discriminations women in STEM experience in the workplace. 
For months, Naledi has been pushed into grunt work, despite her exemplary qualifications. By 
standing up for herself, Naledi regains her agency in the workplace. This agency remains intact, 
despite Brian attempting to undermine Naledi immediately afterwards. The scene results in Brian 
being sent to his boss’ office, presumably to be reprimanded. The novel, therefore, not only 
acknowledges the discrimination women of color face in STEM workplaces, but also seeks to 
create a world in which women’s work is valued. 
 The novel also works to empower Naledi by proving that she is, in fact, an excellent 
scientist. As a patient in the ICU and after being unconscious for two days (345), Naledi 
uncovers the cause of a mysterious illness, dubbed the “Prince’s plague,” afflicting high-ranking 
royals in Thesolo (348). Despite her ill health and “fuzzy” brain, Naledi is able to determine that 
the “illness” is actually poisoning (350). Naledi is more than just competent at her job. She is 
exemplary, able to cure an illness that has stumped even the most respected and experienced 
scientists. In a 2017 interview with Shondaland.com, Alyssa Cole explained that she includes 
competent heroines, such as Naledi, because she “loves really competent hero/heroines—there’s 
even a name for it: competency porn! There’s just something really sexy about characters that 
really know what they’re doing, and are just plain good at it” (James). By explicitly featuring 
scenes with Naledi in the workplace, working, or solving the mysterious illness, the novel 
reminds readers that Black women can be excellent scientists, despite structural racism and 
sexism that seeks to push them out STEM fields.   
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The book is also unafraid to show that Naledi is more intelligent than Thabiso, and that 
her intelligence and career does not undermine Thabiso’s masculinity. Thabiso even actively 
supports Naledi in her career endeavors. Thabiso is a “Very. Generous. Donor.” to the graduate 
program Naledi attends, and he gives her “unfettered access to [his] team of epidemiologists and 
doctors as they track” the mysterious illness” (219). While Thabiso also has other motives—such 
as getting Naledi to forgive him—his actions nevertheless show that he understands Naledi’s 
passion for science. Thabiso does not work to undermine Naledi’s focus on science, nor does he 
try to hold himself up as her intellectual equal or superior. Instead, Thabiso uses his wealth and 
privilege to help further her already-established career. Cole explains:  
I also love super supportive heroes. I mean, the heroine/partner should be supportive, too! 
But let’s be real: In a society where women are expected to put their dreams aside and 
take on the bulk of the emotional workload, I love relationships in which, whatever the 
conflict, the hero has the heroine’s back. (James) 
Thabiso’s support and admiration of Naledi reminds the reader that she is competent, and his 
support also alleviates Naledi’s daunting workload. Naledi’s independence and competence in 
her career differs greatly from Megan in Temptation’s Kiss. Whereas Megan was successful in 
her job, her initial success is owed to Josh. Thabiso supports Naledi in her career without 
subversion. Naledi’s successful career is independent from Thabiso, reiterating that women can 
have meaningful lives without men.  
Centering Black Joy 
 The other novels for this thesis erased or diminished the existence of Black lives (The 
Flame and the Flower and Temptation’s Kiss) or appropriated racial identity (Dark Lover). In A  
Princess in Theory, however, Blackness, not whiteness, is the default, and the novel thus creates 
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a space for Black people to experience love and joy. Cole argues that romance, especially in 
terms of diversity, is political, as the genre asks questions of who gets to be “considered a whole 
person, who is able to live their full lives,” and who deserves a happy ending (Weekend Edition 
Sunday). The scarcity of Black or African American romance novels indicates systemic racism 
within the genre. Novels such as A Princess in Theory push back against racism by arguing that 
Black people deserve happiness and success: professionally, personally, and socially. Cole 
makes a space for Black romance readers, like herself, to see themselves in a love narrative. As a 
child, Cole would “take Wite-Out and take descriptions of white characters, replacing them with 
brown skin and brown eyes,” (Jean-Philippe). Thus, Black romances are vital to show Black 
readers they are deserving of fulfilling romantic relationship, that they do not need to 
compromise their identity to deserve love.  
 The novel also exemplifies Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality; economic 
status, family structure, ethnicity are all influential factors for Naledi and Thabiso, resulting in 
different traumas and experiences. In having Naledi and Thabiso achieve their happy endings—
despite their disparate upbringings and socioeconomic status— the text shows that Black 
people—no matter their positionality—deserve love. Cole furthers this argument with her two 
later novellas, Once Ghosted, Twice Shy and Can’t Escape Love.  
Validation of Homosexuality 
A Princess in Theory also features the first explicitly queer character of this thesis. 
Litoski, Thabiso’s fashion-forward assistant, is a lesbian. She is never demonized for her 
sexuality. Instead, Thabiso and Litsoki have casual conversations about their love lives, which 
normalizes Litsoki’s sexuality. When Thabiso realizes Litoski has begun a romantic relationship 
of her own, he says that he “will stay out of [her] affairs, but [he’s] glad to see [her] smiling like 
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a schoolgirl” (106). This acceptance and support move beyond accepting one’s sexuality to 
celebrating it. Additionally, Thabiso’s inner monologue positions Litoski as a desirable 
woman—“Litoski was quite the bachelorette in Thesolo, though she, too, had lost her taste for 
dating of late. Many disappointed mothers hoping to have the prince’s right hand, and eventually 
the King’s right-hand, as a daughter-in-law had been sorely disappointed” (107). Not only is 
Litoski not demonized for her sexuality, but she is desired by many. This positions 
homosexuality and heterosexuality as equally valid sexualities.  
Heterosexuality is also not the default in A Princess in Theory. Soon after Thabiso finds 
Naledi in New York, he wonders if she is straight, asking Litsoki if, “in [her] research, was there 
any evidence that she might be attracted to women? Well, exclusively women?” (67). By 
positioning queerness as an option, heterosexuality is shifted from the default to just one 
sexuality on a larger spectrum. The qualifier—“Well, exclusively women”—acknowledges that 
there are multiple sexualities, including (but not limited to) bisexuality and pansexuality, in 
which women can be attracted to women and men.  
Desirability & Disability 
Like most of the other novels in this thesis, A Princess in Theory has an explicitly 
disabled character. While Mr. Hint from The Flame and the Flower was disabled, his disability 
was a marker of his immorality. Wrath from Dark Lover is also disabled, but he essentially 
overcomes his disability and is superhero-esque. Regina Hobbs, a minor character in A Princess 
in Theory, does not work within these tropes. Regina uses a wheelchair, but the novel does not 
use Regina’s disability as a marker of her morality, nor is the disability situated as something 
Regina must overcome. In comparison to her twin and Naledi’s best friend, Portia, Regina is 
described as follows:  
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They weren’t identical, but it was close. Her hair was much shorter, her curl pattern 
together, but it was the same dark auburn. Her eyes were the same shade of maple, and 
her mouth wore the same smile, except where Portia’s was sad, Regina’s was sharp. She 
sat in a sleek, high-tech wheelchair. The wheels were encased in fire-engine red rims and 
looked like something out of a comic book. Ledi was certain that was on purpose. The 
bright dresses weren’t the only things that would draw people’s eyes at the gala. (197) 
Regina’s identify is defined not just by her disability—other markers, such as her hair length and 
type and her demeanor are also noted. Therefore, Regina’s disability is not diminished, but rather 
holds just as much importance as other features. The novel does not fixate on Regina’s disability, 
and it is not framed as a detraction from her appearance. Rather, her wheelchair—impressive in 
both technology and looks, — is meant to draw attention. Regina’s disability does not impede 
her success, either. Rather, Regina runs a successful website that Naledi is a huge fan of, 
showing that success is not mutually exclusive to able-bodied people (198).  
Conclusion 
Cole’s A Princess in Theory fully realizes the potential of a romance novel to be a 
productive feminist text. The novel is fully engaged in both romance conventions and feminist 
theory. Not only is A Princess in Theory markedly different than the other novels on this thesis 
due to its more explicitly feminist nature, but there is also a wealth of interviews with Alyssa 
Cole on romance novels. This helps inform Cole’s intentions with the novel. Though my analysis 
is largely supported by textual analysis, interviews with Cole provide an explanation for her 
choices—such as supportive heroes and competent heroines—that further bolster my argument. 
A Princess in Theory’s success shows that a Black woman’s voice is meaningful and necessary 
in the genre. It is because of Cole’s sense of marginalization in the genre that she recognizes the 
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1. To read more on Alyssa Cole’s prolific work as a romance author, I highly recommend 
“Black Romance Novels Matter Too” by Carole V. Bell, which discusses Cole’s critically 
acclaimed historical romance, An Extraordinary Union, which published in 2017 by 
Kensington Books. Both are cited below.  
2. Marla Bhattacharjee wrote an entire article—“Across the color lines: The future of 
multicultural romance is now.”—on the categorization of Black romance in the Romance 
Times Magazine. The magazine closed in 2018, and I could not find any archived journals 
or articles. Alyssa Cole was also cited in Hobson; Cole’s article—“The Color Blind: Why 
is ‘Traditional’ Romance Such a Pale Landscape”—too, was published by Romance Times 
Magazine and is now inaccessible.  
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“Romance Novels are Magic”: Reflections, General Findings, and the Future of Romance 
Romance is a powerful and enduring genre because it decides who gets a “happily ever 
after.” Historically, only white, heterosexual couples got this ending; in expanding the HEA to 
more people—people of color, disabled people, queer people, and more—romances can become 
activist texts. As Alyssa Cole writes, “Romance novels are, in a sense, a reflection of who is 
allowed to be seen as desirable by the media, as well as whose lovability[…]is validated by pop 
culture.” Romance, therefore, is inherently political. Cole argues that “readers and writers have 
had to be more introspective about what they are reading and not reading—and why.” I believe 
this same introspection must be translated to popular romance studies. We must ask big 
questions—who is getting happy endings? Who is being sidelined or marginalized? Why? What 
does this communicate about the genre? My thesis offered some preliminary answers to these 
questions, but they are questions we must keep revisiting in order push support the genre’s 
potential and mitigate it potential shortcomings.   
My initial intention was to write a chapter on each decade of romance writing, from the 
1970s to the present (beginning with the Flame and the Flower and ending with A Princess in 
Theory). Though I went as far as reading a novel published in the 1990s— Julia Quinn’s 
Splendid; I realized that a chronological approach would be less helpful than a thematic one. So 
instead, each chapter in this thesis provides an overview of a key romance subgenre alongside a 
close reading of a key text from that genre. Writing extensively on Splendid, a historical 
romance, felt repetitive since I already had a chapter on The Flame and the Flower, which could 
not be ignored. There are no remarkable thematic differences between the two texts, either 
(unlike the two contemporary romances, A Princess in Theory and Temptation’s Kiss, which 
approach romance wildly differently). This decision is not a reflection on the significance of 
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Splendid and/or Quinn—who has now gained immense popularity due to the overwhelming 
success of Netflix’s Bridgeton series, based on her series of novels—nor should it suggest that 
important work was not done, both in feminism and in romance publishing, in the 1990s.   
The majority of my texts—outside of A Princess in Theory—are white-centered 
romances, written by white woman. This was an intentional decision, as romance publishing is 
also white-centered. The Ripped Bodice reports that “for every 100 books published by the 
leading romance publishers in 2020, 12 were written by people of color,” and in the past five 
years, only 8.1 percent of all romance books counted in the past five years were authored by 
people of color (“The State of Racial Diversity in Romance Publishing: 2020”). Despite Black 
authors’ commercial success in romance publishing—Beverly Jenkins, for example, has had a 
decades-long career of writing critically and commercially successful Black romances—black 
women and Black romances are still vastly underrepresented in traditional publishing. I wanted 
to write a thesis roughly representative of traditional romance publishing, but I also did not want 
to further marginalize Black authors or romances. Therefore, I intentionally discussed race and 
its depiction (or lack thereof) in each chapter and included A Princess in Theory as one of the 
key texts. 
Additionally, every romance in this thesis focuses on a heterosexual couple. While there 
is a nod to queerness in Dark Lover and even a more prominent focus in A Princess in Theory, 
both this thesis and traditional romance publishing are primarily heterosexual. As Lee and Low 
Books report, 81% of workers in publishing identify as straight, and 97% are cis women or men 
(Jiménez). Though I could not find any general statistics on LGBTQ+ representation in the 
romance genre, as a reader and bookseller, I find am still always surprised to see a traditionally 
published queer romance. For instance, Berkley Publishing, and imprint of Penguin Random 
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House that touts themselves as experts in genre fiction such as romance, published their first 
romance between two women—Meryl Wilsner’s Something to Talk About—only last year.  
As I argue throughout my thesis, the romance genre is generally feminist leaning in its 
intentions, but there always has been, and continues to be, much need for improvement. One 
glaring need is to expand romance so that queer, Black, and disabled romances are more readily 
published through traditional presses. While there are surveys on diversity in publishing and 
racial diversity in the romance genre, I could not find any study on representation and romance. 
More research needs to be available on diversity within the novels themselves (characters, plots, 
relationships, etc.). Said research would be extremely helpful in popular romance studies, as 
much of the current scholarly work in popular romance studies relies on close reading and 
textual analysis. Studies on diversity and representation within the genre would prove invaluable 
to future scholarly work and provide insight on any additional gaps in the genre.  
General Findings 
 The Flame and the Flower is a foundational text to historical romance; however, this 
foundation is flawed because the novel does not successfully advance a feminist agenda. The  
explicit rape and sexual assault perpetuated by the hero, which is excused by the end of the 
novel, and the near-constant male gaze and objectification, fatphobia, and romanticization of 
slavery all are factors as to why the novel is not a feminist text. However, the novel’s influence 
on the romance genre—it propelled historical romance and other subgenres into wider 
commercial success—must not be ignored. Essentially, the novel pushed more women’s stories 
on love and happiness into traditional publishing.  
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 Temptation’s Kiss fares similarly to The Flame and the Flower when reading it through a 
feminist lens. The novel continues to correlate sexual assault with romance, support hegemonic 
masculinity, and romanticize slavery. On the other hand, Temptation’s Kiss does explicit work 
for women’s empowerment by featuring a lead who is successful in both career and personal 
lives and separates shame from sexual desire. Thus, Temptation’s Kiss shows clear improvement 
but does not comprehensively work as a feminist text. Some of its themes may be feminist 
independently, but the novel still has major flaws.  
 Like Temptation’s Kiss, Dark Lover shows small improvements. The paranormal 
romance novel continues the correlation between sexual assault and romance, whitewashes its 
cast while still appropriating Black culture, and supports compulsory heterosexuality. Like 
Temptation’s Kiss, though, there is no shame correlated with female sexual desire, and the 
heroine finds sexual gratification. Additionally, the hero is a disabled man whose disability is not 
a barrier to his happy ending. Akin to Temptation’s Kiss, there are productive feminist themes in 
Dark Lover, but they are, yet again, overshadowed by the novel’s previously stated flaws.  
 A Princess in Theory, though, shows extensive improvements. It is the first novel out of 
the thesis to center Black leads, the first to have an featured homosexual character, and the first 
to focus on enthusiastic consent. Like Temptation’s Kiss and Dark Lover, A Princess in Theory 
dissociates shame with female sexual desire. And like Temptation’s Kiss, the novel also explores 
discrimination in the workplace, in this case to show how Black women’s unique struggles in 
STEM fields. The novel also continues to destigmatize disability, as seen in Dark Lover. 
Although the novel has some faults—namely with consent questions in the first half of the novel, 
A Princess in Theory is a feminist text because of its explicit incorporation of feminist themes in 
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the romance novel. Alyssa Cole intentionally creates both a feminist text and romance novel—
necessary given Black women’s marginalization both in publishing and within the genre.   
All the romance novels of my thesis elucidate feminist themes, but only one—A Princess 
in Theory—succeeds as a feminist text. The other novels attempt to reflect feminist themes, but 
the reflection is warped; only parts of the novels are feminist, not the entirety. While the romance 
genre might be generally feminist—in that its written by women, for women, about women’s 
happiness—that does not mean every romance novel the genre produces advances the feminist 
agenda or does feminist work. Although some are successful as feminist texts, I believe we 
should approach each romance novel skeptically. To blindly read The Flame and the Flower as a 
feminist text, for instance, would ignore major thematic concerns. Additionally, to read A 
Princess in Theory solely as a successful feminist text disregards potential areas of improvement, 
no matter how slight they may seem. In other words, feminist readings should be nuanced and 
critical. While some may argue that holding older romance novels, such as The Flame and the 
Flower, to a higher standard of intersectional feminism is unfair, I believe that setting such 
standards is how we improve the genre. Feminism will only remain valuable and productive if it 
is always working towards a more inclusive, equitable future—one that changes as we learn. The 
romance genre needs to do the same, allowing more people outside of cis heterosexual white 
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